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Abstract 
As the number of social issues around the world increases, the need for well-prepared social 
entrepreneurs to solve and improve those issues also increases. Social entrepreneurs with 
determination and courage may very well succeed in bringing sustainable social change where 
others have previously failed. The entrepreneurs who choose to lead social enterprises are 
distinctly committed to improving society through the creation of social value in addition to 
wealth creation. The purpose of this study was to explore the incidents social entrepreneurs 
identify as critical to leading their enterprises. Nineteen United States Ashoka Fellows were 
interviewed. Participants reflected on the most impactful incidents they experienced in leading 
their social enterprises and the corresponding antecedents to and outcomes of those incidents. 
Critical incident technique research method and an emergent coding approach with a constant 
comparative method of analysis were employed to gain and analyze the data. Nine critical areas 
emerged from the social entrepreneur data. The critical areas are: Experiencing Beneficial 
Relationships, Experiencing Difficult Relationships, Founding of Enterprise, Leadership 
Transition, Experience of Losing Funding, Experience of Obtaining Funding, Recalibration of 
Enterprise, Recognition, and the Social Entrepreneurial Mindset. This study draws from 
literature in the following domains: social entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurial values, 
relational leadership, social change leadership, strategic leadership, and social value creation. 
The combination of these literatures with the findings of this study, provide a deep understanding 
of the critical incidents that social entrepreneurs experience in leading their enterprises.  This 
dissertation is available in open access at AURA, http://aura.antioch.edu/ and OhioLink ETD 
Center, https://etd.ohiolink.edu/etd    
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Introduction 
Perhaps it was the pressure of leading my first service-trip with students, or maybe it 
was the amount of manual labor we had completed under the hot Florida sun, but when one of 
my students told me that her parents would be furious if they knew she was on a community 
service trip, I instantly felt sick to my stomach.  She told me, with tears running down her 
cheeks, “I can’t answer this,” and pointed to her phone. “It’s my parents, and they have been 
calling all day. They don’t know I am here; they would be furious at me for being here. My 
family doesn’t work for free.”  My student’s parents had been convinced that community 
service was an unacceptable behavior in their family because they only “worked for money.”   
Later in the evening, at dinner, this same student announced to the rest of the class, “I 
can’t wait until next year’s trip to come back here and do more work” (S. Esch, personal 
communication, March 13, 2007).   
In the week I spent facilitating the service-learning course focused on hunger, 
homelessness, and food instability within the migrant farm working community of Immokalee, 
Florida, I experienced a disorienting dilemma.  This was a disorienting dilemma “which may be 
best resolved only by becoming critically conscious of how and why our habits of perception, 
thought, and action have distorted the way we have defined the problem and ourselves in 
relationship to it” (Mezirow, 1981, p. 7).  It was my student’s comments on that trip that caused 
a paradigm shift in my understanding of social change.  This new understanding of creating 
sustainable social change came in two parts: First, that volunteerism and community service are 
good vehicles for addressing the immediate needs of a community; however, these vehicles 
often fall short in creating sustainable change. Second, there seemed to be a fundamental 
misunderstanding of what it means to live a “successful” life.   
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My realization of these two parts created a desire for me to find a better vehicle for 
addressing the many social and environmental issues facing society.  As the physicist Albert 
Einstein wrote, “You cannot solve a problem from the same consciousness that created it.  You 
must learn to see the world anew” (as cited in Waddock & Rasche, 2012, p. 295).  My search 
has led me to this new-discovered worldview with the hope that social entrepreneurs can create 
solutions for the problems of today.  As an educator, I am specifically interested in advancing 
educational and developmental practices for current and potential social entrepreneurs.   
This chapter serves as a primer for the subsequent study by providing an introduction 
and exploration of several important topics.  The chapter unfolds through these topics in the 
following order:  
• the gaps in the current research of social entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and 
social value creation; 
• the purpose of this study and research question;  
• working definitions for the important terms;  
• an analysis of social entrepreneurship definitions;  
• researcher positionality and background;  
• the study’s scope and limitations; and 
• the organization of the dissertation.   
Social entrepreneurship has existed in some form or another for hundreds of years.  
However, in the past 30 years, it has become an interesting field of scholarship (Alvord, Brown, 
& Letts, 2004; Boschee, 1995; J. L. Thompson, 2002).  As a field in its infancy, there is no 
consensus among scholars on the definitions and many constructs of social entrepreneurship.   
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In fact, Bill Drayton of Ashoka Innovators for the Public coined the term “social 
entrepreneurship” in the early 1990s (Dees, 1998; Drayton, 2002).  In addition, scholars from 
many other disciplines have taken an interest in social entrepreneurship, further contributing to 
the multitude of definitions and disagreement on the field’s constructs (Certo & Miller, 2008).  
This is not an anomaly, however, as the parent field of social entrepreneurship, 
entrepreneurship itself took a similar path of development (Mair & Marti, 2006).   
Much of the research on social entrepreneurship has been phenomenon driven and has 
been primarily focused on defining and exploring the key terms and constructs developing in 
the field (Hoogendoorm, Pennings, & Thurik, 2010; Mair & Marti, 2006).  This has been an 
important building block for advancing the field, as summarized by Short, Moss, and Lumpkin 
(2009): 
Theoretical contributions can broadly be categorized by their goals of description, 
explanation, or additional theoretical perspectives upon which research in social 
entrepreneurship might be informed, or concrete predictions made to aid future research 
efforts . . . For example, Peredo and McLean (2006) sought to set boundaries around the 
concept of social entrepreneurship in their continuum of social goals and commercial 
exchange. (pp.165–166) 
For the field of social entrepreneurship to continue to advance as a discipline, the 
development of theory within the field in addition to comparing established theories from other 
disciplines would be essential (M. Dacin, Dacin, & Tracey, 2011; P. Dacin, Dacin, & Matear, 
2010; Haugh, 2005; Santos, 2009).   
Social entrepreneurship offers the opportunity to develop new paradigms, especially 
since it is, potentially, inconsistent with many of our established economic, strategic leadership, 
and organizational science theories; thus, social entrepreneurship may be fundamentally distinct 
from other economic organizations and, as such, an important field of study (Santos, 2012).  
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There are a number of gaps in the research on social entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and 
social value creation. 
Gap in the Research 
Specifically there is a gap in the literature between the probable connections in the 
concepts and constructs of social entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and social value creation.  
These three areas have varying degrees of theory development, established boundaries, and 
research streams.  Each possesses its own unique challenges and opportunities for research.  It 
is surprising that there has not been more research on establishing a connection between these 
three areas.  
Social entrepreneurs.  There is a growing amount of literature on social entrepreneurs’ 
motivations and values; however, there have been few connections made between these 
qualities and concepts in strategic leadership.  The processes that social entrepreneurs undertake 
in creating social value during the operation of their enterprises remain unclear.  Social 
entrepreneurs create and sustain innovative organizations that aim to create wealth and social 
value, but many of the incidents they face remain unknown.  Studying social entrepreneurs in 
relation to their strategic leadership in the creation of social value has the potential to provide 
valuable insight into the field of social entrepreneurship. By learning more about social 
entrepreneurs, we can learn more about social entrepreneurship as a field since they are the 
leaders who commonly create organizations with their values and in their image (Diochon & 
Anderson, 2011; Hemingway, 2005).   
Strategic leadership.  “The study of strategic leadership focuses on the executives who 
have overall responsibility for an organization—their characteristics, what they do, how they do 
it, and, in particular, how they affect organizational outcomes” (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996, 
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p. 4).  Despite a growing volume of literature on strategic leadership, only a few scholars have 
attempted to incorporate principles and insights from this literature into the nonprofit or social 
entrepreneurship sectors (Phipps & Burbach, 2010). Strategic leadership’s application in the 
field of social entrepreneurship is quite important, as many of the characteristics, values, and 
beliefs of social entrepreneurs are believed by many scholars to set them apart from commercial 
entrepreneurs (Miller, Grimes, McMullen, & Vogus, 2012; Ruvio, Rosenblatt, & 
Hertz-Lazarowitzet, 2010; Tan, Williams, & Tan, 2005).   
Social value creation.  In the purest sense, social value is the meeting of the basic and 
long-standing needs of society as opposed to wealth creation (Austin, Stevenson, & 
Wei-Skillern, 2006).  These societal needs are often created in part as the by-product of a 
market failure or the shortcomings of governmental and philanthropic endeavors (Dees, 1998).  
Social value creation involves providing food, water, shelter, education and medical services to 
those in need (Austin, et al. 2006; Certo & Miller, 2008).  The creation of social value through 
the operation of enterprises is a major goal of social entrepreneurship.   
Through researching how social entrepreneurs utilize strategic leadership in leading 
their social enterprises, we can better understand the processes involved in the creation of social 
value. 
Purpose of This Study 
In order for the field to continue to mature beyond its infancy, we should begin utilizing 
established constructs and theories from other disciplines within the social entrepreneurship 
research.  In doing so, we can better understand the probable uniqueness in the processes, 
decisions and operational factors involved in social entrepreneurship.  As Certo and Miller 
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(2008) wrote, “future research could also focus on the actions and behaviors of social 
entrepreneurs that help improve the performance of these ventures” (p. 270).  
The purpose of this study is to explore the critical incidents experienced by social 
entrepreneurs in the operation of their enterprises, not only in an effort to add to the empirical 
research in the field by focusing on the experiences of social entrepreneurs, but also to provide 
insights into leading social enterprises.  I am focusing on social entrepreneurs’ experiences of 
critical incidents (the antecedents and the corresponding outcomes) as a means to understanding 
their use of strategic leadership in creating social value.  
Research Question 
In this study, I utilized Critical Incident Technique (CIT) to explore the following 
question:  “What incidents do social entrepreneurs identify as critical in leading their 
enterprises?”  I sought to understand the critical incidents that are particular to leading social 
enterprises.  CIT will be discussed in-depth in the methodology chapter; however, it is 
important to note the method's previous utilization in the field of entrepreneurship.   
The studies of Cope and Watts (2000) and Kaulio (2003) are examples of the method's 
use within the field.  Cope and Watts focused on critical incidents to explore the learning 
process of entrepreneurs in relation to the parallel processes of personal and business 
development.  Concentrating on the developmental histories of the entrepreneurs’ businesses, 
they found that entrepreneurs often faced prolonged and traumatic critical periods or episodes, 
which stimulated their fundamental higher-level and transformational learning (Cope & Watts, 
2000).  The critical incidents experienced by the entrepreneurs as they moved their ventures 
through the business lifecycle were often difficult and even painful to deal with at the time, but 
when reflected upon, proved to be valuable learning experiences.  Based on this, the authors 
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suggest a need for entrepreneurial mentors who would not only guide entrepreneurs through a 
critical incident or episode, but also guide their strategic and developmental processes in order  
to understand those episodes more clearly and avoid negative episodes in the future.    
Kaulio (2003) used CIT to study incidents occurring in the transitory stage of new 
ventures when “initial conditions” changed over to a “process of evolution.”  Through 20 
interviews with 16 technology industry-based entrepreneurs, the author was able to identify 65 
critical incidents taking place in the first 6 to 18 months of a new venture’s life.  The author 
then thematically categorized these 65 incidents into 13 categories:  recruitment; financing; 
reference or first customer; utilization of entrepreneurial support organizations; recruitment of 
(advisory) board; localization; formation of company; contracting sub-consultants; changing 
external factors; identified competitions; remodeling of business; decision about patent strategy; 
access to development platform; and securing a patent.   
The top six categories found in the study were associated in different ways with 
resource acquisition and resource building.  The study’s findings suggested that the 
pre-activities which take place before the process of actually starting a new venture—in 
addition to an emphasis on human resource management—are very important to early stage 
success (Kaulio, 2003, p. 174). 
With just these two examples of the method's previous utilization within the field of 
entrepreneurship, a natural extension of CIT’s previous applications for use in social 
entrepreneurship research can be drawn.  This natural extension allows my study to focus on the 
experience of social entrepreneurs who differ from commercial entrepreneurs in that social 
entrepreneurs attempt to create wealth and social value, rather than wealth alone.  Often, the 
goals of wealth creation and social value creation can be at odds, creating tension that must be 
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reconciled within the social entrepreneur.  Diochon and Anderson (2011) outlined some of 
these tensions as specific struggles of congruency between “social well-being and economic          
well-being,” “innovation and conformity,” and “independence and interdependence”                
(pp. 9–12).  These competing tensions may take on various forms as they challenge social 
entrepreneurs to seek innovative ways to achieve their goals.  These tensions are discussed 
further in the literature review.  
Working Definition of Terms 
For the purposes of this study, I use Dees’ (1998) definition of social entrepreneurship 
as the process of pursuing innovative solutions to social problems.  More specifically, social 
entrepreneurs adopt a mission to create and sustain social value.  They draw upon appropriate 
thinking in both the business and nonprofit worlds and operate in a variety of organizations: 
large and small; new and old; religious and secular; and nonprofit, for-profit and hybrid.  This 
definition is both broad enough to encompass the many variations of organizations that can be 
considered social enterprises, and specific enough to have a focus on the individual and the 
process of operation.  It is important to the nature of this study to embrace a definition that is 
not so myopic as to exclude possible organizations, processes or individuals who may be of 
importance to the findings. 
In Table 1.1, important terms have been compiled which were utilized in the course of 
this research.  These specific definitions were chosen from the myriad of options because of 
their applicability and alignment with the focus and purpose of this study. Definitions were 
chosen that provide a strong context for the subject without limiting the scope of focus within 
the research. Similar to Dees’ (1998) definition of social entrepreneurship, each working 
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definitions is specific enough to provide a direction for the research without narrowing the 
focus to the point of excluding valuable aspects of the field from analysis. 
Table 1.1  
Working Definition of Terms 
Term Working Definition 
“Commercial” 
Entrepreneur 
An individual who establishes and manages a business for the principal 
purposes of profit and growth (Carland et al.,1984). 
“Commercial” 
Entrepreneurship 
New economic opportunities and the subsequent introduction of new ideas in 
the market (Audretsch & Keilbach, 2004). 
Social In the context of social entrepreneurship, there are broad initiatives aimed at 
helping others (Prabhu, 1999). 
Social Enterprise Exists to create social value, regardless of whether that value is generated from 
within or outside the organization’s boundaries (Austin et al., 2006). 
Social 
Entrepreneur 
Plays the role of a change agent in the social sector, through the following 
actions:  adopting a mission to create and sustain social value (not just private 
value); recognizing and persistently pursuing new opportunities to serve that 
mission; engaging in a process of continuous innovation, adaptation and 
learning; acting boldly without being limited by resources currently in hand; 
and exhibiting a heightened sense of accountability to the constituencies served 
and for the outcomes created (Dees, 1998). 
Social 
Entrepreneurship 
The process of pursuing innovative solutions to social problems. More 
specifically, social entrepreneurs adopt a mission to create and sustain social 
value. They draw upon appropriate thinking in both the business and nonprofit 
worlds and operate in a variety of organizations: large and small; new and old; 
religious and secular; nonprofit, for-profit and hybrid (Dees, 1998). 
Social Value Has little to do with profits but instead involves the fulfillment of basic and 
long-standing needs such as providing food, water, shelter, education and 
medical services to those members of society who are in need (Certo & Miller, 
2008). 
Strategic 
Leadership 
Management of overall enterprise, not just a small unit; this term also implies 
substantive decision-making responsibilities, beyond interpersonal and relational 
aspects usually associated with leadership (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996). 
Values Important and lasting beliefs or ideals shared by the members of a culture 
about what is good or bad and desirable or undesirable.  Values have major 
influence on a person's behavior and attitude, and serve as broad guidelines in 
all situations (“Values,” n.d, para. 1.)  
Wealth 
“Maximization” 
The profitable growth . . . achieved by firms that are growing faster than the 
majority of those competing in their industry in terms of both sales and profits 
(Ireland, Hitt, Camp, & Sexton, 2001). 
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To allow for a greater understanding of what social enterprises are and how they can 
operate, what follows are three examples of enterprises recognized (alongside 27 other 
companies) as the most impactful in 2011 by Forbes Magazine, along with descriptions from 
their respective websites (Forbes Magazine Impact 30, 2012, para. 1): 
• d.light is a for-profit social enterprise whose purpose is “to create new freedoms for 
customers without access to reliable power so they can enjoy a brighter future.  We 
design, manufacture and distribute solar light and power products throughout the 
developing world” (d.light, n.d., para.1). 
• Gray Ghost Ventures is an impact investing firm “dedicated to providing market 
based solutions to entrepreneurs who are addressing the needs of low-income 
communities in emerging markets” (Gray Ghost Ventures, n.d., para. 1). 
• TerraCycle is “an international upcycling and recycling company that collects 
difficult-to-recycle packaging and products and repurposes the material into 
affordable, innovative products” (TerraCycle  n.d., para. 3).  
Social Entrepreneurship Definition 
As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, there is not a widely accepted 
definition for social entrepreneurship; in fact, my research revealed 51 unique definitions for 
the phenomenon (Smith & Stevens, 2010).  To identify the definitions, I conducted a literature 
review using PsycINFO, an expansive abstracting and indexing database with more than three 
million records devoted to peer-reviewed literature in the behavioral and mental health 
sciences, as well as ABI/INFORM Global, one of the most comprehensive business research 
databases on the market using the subjects "social entrepreneur," "social enterprise," or "social 
entrepreneurship."  This initial search netted 16,549 results.  To narrow the scope, I added the 
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term “definition” to the within-text selection criteria and netted 3,707 books, scholarly journal 
articles, working papers, dissertations and theses, and conference papers and proceedings.  
Upon reviewing these results, only four sources contained a unique definition for social 
entrepreneurship, a book and three journal articles, respectively:  The Rise of the Social 
Entrepreneur (Leadbeater, 1997); “The Meaning of ‘Social Entrepreneurship,’” (Dees, 1998); 
“The Legitimacy of Social Enterprise,” (Dart, 2004); and “Social Entrepreneurship Research: A 
Source of Explanation, Prediction, and Delight” (Mair & Marti, 2006). 
My search strategy then shifted to a focus on citation mining (a process of searching a 
source’s bibliography for other articles on a specific topic), and citation searching (a process of 
searching for other articles on a specific topic that have cited a particularly useful article) in 
order to identify other potentially useful literature and/or sources.  With these two methods, I 
was able to further identify 47 additional sources having unique social entrepreneurship 
definitions, for a total of 51 definitions (see Appendix A, Table A1).  These definitions were 
identified in print from books, journals, conference papers with online reports, and websites, all 
published between 1997 and 2012.  Importantly, this is not a comprehensive list of all of the 
definitions for social entrepreneurship, but rather an overview of some of the most cited 
definitions for the construct.  Additionally, the focus was on the identification of definitions for 
social entrepreneurship and not on definitions for social entrepreneur or social enterprise 
which, no doubt, would have yielded many more definitions.   
The meaning of the term social entrepreneurship is at the very core of the nascent field 
and as such it was important to analyze the 51 definitions.  Gartner (1985) developed a          
four-dimensional conceptual framework (hereinafter, Framework) “as a way of analyzing past 
research studies . . . Each study can be broken down into the types of individuals, organizations, 
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environments, and processes that were investigated” (p. 701).  Though not its original intent, 
Gartner’s typology provided the foundation for evaluating the social entrepreneurship 
definitions. In this and the following section, frequent reference is made to Appendix A where a 
broad list of definitions for social entrepreneurship is presented.  
Analysis of Social Entrepreneurship Definitions 
Using the framework noted above, I analyzed all of the definitions in Table A1 
(Appendix A, Table A1) and categorized them into the dimensions found in Gartner’s (1985) 
work: Individual(s), Organization, Process, Environment.  Gartner’s concept for describing the 
phenomenon of new venture creation provided a clear framework for examining the definitions 
in a sensible, standardized method.  I operationalized these dimensions by narrowing in on the 
lens through which each of the author(s) viewed social entrepreneurship in the development of 
their definitions.  Each lens has a unique focus:  in the Individual(s) category, the focus is on 
the social entrepreneur; for the Organization category, it is the type of entity that is the focus; 
with the Process category, the focus is shifted towards the operations side; and, finally, within 
the Environment category, the focus is on the container (governmental factors and societal and 
market impacts) in which the social enterprise operates. 
Social enterprise operational processes are a common focus used by scholars in the 
development of their definitions for social entrepreneurship (see Table 2).  This is due, in part, 
to the great emphasis social entrepreneurship places on the innovative practices of the 
entrepreneurs who aim to create social value and wealth.  The debate surrounding social 
entrepreneurship’s true definition is important to acknowledge and recognize as the backdrop to 
any scholarly conversation on the subject.  By understanding the various approaches scholars 
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have taken to define the field, we begin to grasp the complexities of advancing it beyond 
infancy (Christie & Honig, 2006).   
Each of the authors’ definitions was found to have been the result of their focus on 
either a single-variable descriptor or multiple-variable descriptors.  This means that 17 of the 
definitions indicated that their author viewed social entrepreneurship through a singular lens 
and as such defined it in one dimension: as either individual, organization, process, or 
environment.  There are 23, which indicate that their author viewed the phenomenon through 
two lenses by defining it via two dimensions:  process and environment, process and 
organization, or individual and process.  The remaining 10 definitions suggest their author 
viewed social entrepreneurship through three dimensions, defining through process, individual, 
and organization; process, organization, and environment; or process, individual, and 
environment.  In Table 1.2, the diversity in perspectives from which the authors developed their 
definitions for the construct of social entrepreneurship is represented.  These dimensional 
perspectives not only contribute to the number of definitions for social entrepreneurship, but 
also to the discourse of the developing academic field. 
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Table 1.2  
 Social Entrepreneurship Definitions Breakdown 
Dimension(s) 
# of 
Definitions % Author(s) and Year of Publication 
Individual 3 6 J. A. Thompson, Alvy, & Lees (2000); Drayton (2002); Barendsen & Gardner (2004) 
Organization 1 2 Shaw (2004) 
Process 13 26 
Leadbeater (1997); Boschee (2001); Alvord et al. 
(2004); Mair & Marti (2004); Cho (2006); 
Cochran (2007); Short et al. (2009); Zahra, 
Gedajlovic, Neubaum, & Shulman, (2009); 
Chell, Nicolopoulou, & Karataş-Özkan(2010); 
Skoll Center for Social Entrepreneurship (2014); 
Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation (n.d.);  
Institute for Social Entrepreneurs (n.d.) 
Environment 
and Process 5 10 
Schwab Foundation (2005); Seelos & Mair 
(2005); Tan, Williams, & Tan (2005); Martin & 
Osberg (2007); Santos (2012);  
Individual and 
Process 5 10 
MacMillan (2003); Roberts & Woods (2005); 
Peredo & McLean (2006); Stryjan (2006); 
Bornstein & Davis (2010) 
Organization 
and Process 13 26 
Fowler (2000); Frumkin (2002); Johnson (2000); 
Lasprogata & Cotten (2003); Mair & Noboa 
(2006); Dart (2004); Harding (2006); Mair & 
Marti (2006); Weerawardena & Sullivan-Mort 
(2001); Haugh (2007); Yunus (2007); Canadian 
Centre for Social Entrepreneurship (n.d.); NYU 
Stern (2005, as cited in Zahra et al., 2009, p.521).  
Environment, 
Individual, 
and Process 
2 4 Perrini & Vurro (2006); Tracey & Jarvis (2007) 
Environment, 
Organization, 
and Process 
5 10 Light (2005);  (2005); Austin et al. (2006); Nicholls (2006); Robinson (2006) 
Individual, 
Organization, 
and Process 
3 6 Dees (1994); Sullivan-Mort, Weerawardena, & Carnegie (2003); Abu-Saifan (2012) 
Note. Details of definitions in these citations are in Appendix A, arranged chronologically. 
In the long term, this cross-disciplinary interest and involvement will yield more robust 
conversations around social entrepreneurship, but in the short term it has created some 
challenges in terms of developing consensus on its boundaries, scope and definition.  The 
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broader the definitions in terms of the dimensional coverage, the more comprehensive they are 
for explaining the field of social entrepreneurship.  As an example, the definitions in Table 1-2 
occupying three dimensions are more comprehensive of the possible lenses from which one can 
view social entrepreneurship than those occupying only one or two dimensions.  Intellectual 
curiosity and broad-minded thinking are vital in the nascent field of social entrepreneurship in 
order to avoid constricting a robust research agenda.  As represented in Table 1.2, the working 
definition I chose for this study allows for a broad interpretation of the field by outlining the 
individuals and processes in addition to the variety of organization type, size, and structure 
(Dees & Haas, 2001). 
Researcher Positionality and Background Positionality 
I am drawn to the topic of social entrepreneurship and am especially focused on the 
social entrepreneur as an agent of change, because as a researcher, I see it as a potentially 
powerful vehicle for social advancement. As an undergraduate, I studied management and 
marketing, but became disinterested in business when I found it to be inadequate at addressing 
greater societal issues.  I was not interested in merely acquiring wealth without attempting to 
directly contribute to society.  This calling is what has drawn me towards leadership and 
change, as these concepts are at the heart of societal advancement.  Jackson and Parry (2008) 
wrote:  
We research leadership, primarily because we want to make a difference by promoting a 
better understanding of leadership from which we can help to promote better leadership 
in practice.  While this rationale hangs together in theory, in practice we have probably 
not been as applied in our efforts as we would have liked or perhaps should have been. 
(p. 10) 
Using leadership in the creation of a more inclusive and positive world has been at the 
core of my personal and professional journey. For the past ten years, I have served as a higher 
education administrator working towards developing students into global citizens and 
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responsible leaders.  My work has taken many forms, from specific skill development in event 
and media operations to more abstract concepts, such as helping students clarify their core 
personal values and to develop their overall leadership abilities.  I have worked in a variety of 
capacities at four different institutions and have witnessed the entirety of many students’ 
college careers from their first year through to graduation.  Some of my most rewarding 
experiences have come through my involvement in service-learning, where I have witnessed 
students’ visceral reactions to difficult social issues turn to solution-focused profundity.  
“Service-learning classes engage students in service activities that simultaneously pursue two 
goals: (a) benefit to community stakeholders (e.g., agency, clients, neighborhood residents) and 
(b) academic learning outcomes” (Bringle, Phillips, & Hudson, 2004, p. 5). 
The concept of “doing well while doing good” is a powerful one, as society has put a 
greater emphasis on the business sector to provide a positive social impact (Embley, 1993).  
The field of social entrepreneurship offers exciting possibilities in addressing many societal 
issues.  With the ever-increasing complexity of these issues affecting humanity, we need more 
innovative approaches to improve society.  Social entrepreneurs may have the ability to succeed 
where as others have failed.  
Scope and Limitations of the Study 
This study uses the research method of critical incident technique (CIT) to understand 
the processes of leading social enterprises during critical events.  The study’s participants are 
Ashoka Fellows from the United States who have been engaged in running a social enterprise 
for a duration of one or more years.  Ashoka has the following five essential criteria for social 
entrepreneurs to become Ashoka Fellows: 
• a powerful, new, system change idea;  
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• creativity;  
• potential for widespread impact;  
• entrepreneurial quality; and  
• strong ethical fiber (Drayton, 2002). 
I have chosen U.S.-based Ashoka Fellows as my participants because they are widely 
considered to be model social entrepreneurs.  Ashoka Fellows are social entrepreneurs who are 
widely recognized as being successful.  In addition to possessing Ashoka’s five criteria for 
fellowship, the study participants must also be able to speak English in order to eliminate 
possible confusion during communication and analysis.  Ashoka is an international organization 
with a mission of 
 Supporting social entrepreneurs who are leading and collaborating with changemakers 
in a team of teams model that addresses the fluidity of a rapidly evolving society.  
Ashoka describes its Fellows as having innovative solutions to social problems and the 
potential to change patterns across society.  They demonstrate unrivaled commitment to 
bold new ideas and prove that compassion, creativity, and collaboration are tremendous 
forces for change. (Ashoka Innovators for the Public, n.d.-b, para. 1) 
The next steps for my research were to identify strategies to recruit interview 
participants from the almost 200 Ashoka Fellows in the United States.  The research method 
will be discussed further in the methodology chapter.   
Limitations 
There are a few limitations in this study that are outlined in this paragraph.  The study 
focuses on social entrepreneurs based in the United States by utilizing participants from a pool 
of U.S. Ashoka Fellows.  It is important to note that their work may be taking place outside of 
the United States although their organization’s country of origin is the United States.  Through 
the utilization of the U.S. Ashoka Fellows, a possible limitation may be the exclusion of critical 
incidents that may have moved an entrepreneur away from leading a social enterprise.  The 
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study seeks to generate an understanding of social entrepreneurs based in the United States and, 
thus, may have limited application to social entrepreneurs based in other countries.  Also, 
limiting participation of social entrepreneurs with a year or more of experience may 
unintentionally limit experiences that occur in the early operation stages of social enterprises.  
Due to the nature of this study, the results may have limited generalizability.    
The Organization of the Dissertation 
This first chapter provides an introduction that includes the development of my interest 
in social entrepreneurship as a vehicle for social value creation.  I present the purpose of the 
study and the research question.  I also develop a working definition for the important terms 
that are utilized in the course of this study.  The intersection of strategic leadership, social 
entrepreneurs, and the creation of social value were introduced as gaps within the research, and 
this study attempts to address these gaps by identifying and exploring the incidents experienced 
by social entrepreneurs.  Additionally, I situate myself as the researcher so that readers gain an 
understanding of the perspective I bring to this work.  
The literature review in the second chapter provides an overview of the literature on 
social entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and social value creation, in addition to providing 
insights into the areas of deficit within the research.  The chapter also examines relevant 
empirical literature in order to provide a foundation for understanding the dynamics of leading 
enterprises in the field of social entrepreneurship.    
The third chapter on methodology explores critical incident technique (CIT) and its 
applicability to this study, and clarifies my reasons for selecting this method.  I describe my 
data collection process and analysis techniques as well as the ethical considerations of the 
study. 
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The fourth chapter presents and reviews the findings of the interviews.  It includes 
insights into the strategic leadership implemented by social entrepreneurs in operating their 
social enterprises during critical incidents. 
The fifth chapter of the dissertation is the discussion and implications for leadership and 
change and provides both the conclusions and considerations for future research.  This work 
provides valuable insights into the critical incidents faced by social entrepreneurs in the 
operation of their enterprises.  The concepts of leadership and change are discussed in this 
chapter, as is the creation of social value, in part, as an act of change undertaken by a leader.  
As reinforced by Audretsch and Keilbach (2004), “Just as entrepreneurs are agents of change, 
entrepreneurship is thus about the process of change” (p. 2).  The study of social entrepreneurs 
is, in large part, the study of leadership and change.   
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Literature Review 
This chapter will review theoretical and empirical literature relevant to social 
entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and social value creation.  The chapter begins with a review 
of the literature on social entrepreneurs before moving on to the literature of strategic leadership 
and its application in and outside of the commercial entrepreneurship landscape (e.g., the 
nonprofit or social entrepreneurship sectors).  Lastly, it will cover the literature on social value 
creation.  Given the range of theories in this literature review, there is a specific focus on the 
aspects that are most relevant to this dissertation:  social entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and 
social value creation.  
The connection between these three topic areas has not, up to this point, been 
significantly researched or focused upon in the literature; this, in spite of the inherent 
connections between these practice areas.  Social entrepreneurs use strategic leadership in the 
establishment and operation of their social enterprises with the goal of creating social value.  As 
mentioned in the introduction chapter, Finkelstein and Hambrick (1996) suggest that strategic 
leadership is the management of an overall enterprise, not just a small unit; it also implies 
substantive decision-making responsibilities, beyond the interpersonal and relational aspects 
usually associated with leadership.  Since social entrepreneurs are in the role of managing their 
overall enterprises and have substantive decision-making responsibilities, strategic leadership is 
an appropriate type of leadership to focus on in this study.  One way to understand this 
connection is by thinking of social entrepreneurs as the operators and strategic leadership as the 
skill or tool set; when added together, social entrepreneurs and their skill or tool set result in the 
achievement of social value creation.  Figure 2.1 illustrates this connection. 
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Figure 2.1.  The connection between social entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and social value 
creation. 
 
By using the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) research method (further discussed in 
methodology chapter), I uncovered the incidents identified as critical by social entrepreneurs as 
well as the corresponding antecedents and ultimate outcomes of those incidents.  To ensure that 
a sound foundation has been laid for this study, a review of the current literature on social 
entrepreneurs, strategic leadership, and social value creation should be conducted and analyzed.   
Social Entrepreneurs 
Because social entrepreneurs often operate in emerging fields that lack established 
protocols and boundaries, many have the propensity for innovative thinking (Dees, 1998).  This 
innovative thinking often results in the creation of new systems, processes and paradigms 
within the field, which, for me, makes studying social entrepreneurs quite interesting.  As the 
literature on social entrepreneurs grows, so does the field of social entrepreneurship.  This 
growth has most notably been in the examination, understanding and description of social 
entrepreneurs.  The uniqueness of social entrepreneurial values to those of commercial 
entrepreneurs has been demonstrated through a number of studies (Austin et al., 2006; Diochon 
& Anderson, 2011; Tan et al.,2005; Van Ryzin, Grossman, DiPadova-Stocks, & Bergrud, 
2009).  
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Values   
Literature specifically addressing the values embodied by social entrepreneurs tends to 
depict the competing tensions felt by these entrepreneurs, pointing out a dichotomy of balance 
between social value creation and wealth creation that has to be reconciled within each social 
enterprise.  As is illustrated in Figure 2.2 below, Diochon and Anderson (2011) outlined these 
value tensions for social enterprises as three specific struggles of congruency: between social 
well-being and economic well-being; between innovation and conformity; and between  
independence and interdependence. However, despite their focus on organizations that are 
surfacing these tensions, it is likely that the tensions outlined stem from the social entrepreneurs 
themselves, since many social enterprises are heavily influenced by—and often adopt—the 
values of their founders (Leadbeater, 1997).  
Social Well-
Being 
 Economic Well-Being 
Innovation  Conformity 
Independence  Interdependence 
 
Figure 2.2.  Three value tensions of social entrepreneurs. Based on Diochon and Anderson 
(2010, pp. 9–12). 
Social entrepreneurs feel these three value tensions in their desire to obtain or create 
each of the six values.  There is a fundamental tension for social entrepreneurs who are trying to 
achieve a social development while at the same time trying to operate a business (Diochon & 
Anderson, 2011). 
With the first tension, the dueling values of social well-being and economic well-being 
represent, for the social entrepreneur, a pressure to find the right balance between those two 
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values within their enterprise's mission.  The second tension exists between, one, the desire to 
be innovative by doing more with less resources in response to community needs and, two, 
conforming to the expectations of the professional community (Diochon & Anderson, 2010).  
The goal of creating both social value and wealth are frequently at odds, as they are often seen 
as being in conflict with one another.  The third and final tension is between the need for 
independence to pursue business innovations in order to fulfill social development and the 
desire for interdependence in partnerships with other organizations.  These three tensions are at 
constant odds within the social entrepreneur as they lead their enterprise toward its mission.   
If social entrepreneurs did not have the dual goals of creating social value and 
generating wealth, it would certainly be easier to understand the dynamics of social 
entrepreneurship.  Finding a social entrepreneur with only one goal is an unrealistic hope, as the 
ever-changing society in which we live will continually demand more, not less, from them.  
There is a new paradigmatic nature to social entrepreneurship and, thus, in understanding the 
values of the entrepreneurs, we gain insights into the overall field.  Simms and Robinson (2009) 
described this demand as an “internal conflict between their social identities as both an activist 
and an entrepreneur” (p. 10), believing that social entrepreneurs have two separate parts of their 
social identities:  one as an activist and the other as an entrepreneur.  They go a bit further than 
Diochon and Anderson in using the word "activist" to describe the source of tension felt by 
social entrepreneurs.  The activist identity speaks to the part of the social entrepreneur that 
wishes to create social value, while the entrepreneur identity concentrates on the business 
model and the potential for growth and development.   
The identity most salient for the social entrepreneur in combination with the type of 
opportunity presented—either issue-based opportunities (those which are discovered when the 
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entrepreneur is not fiscally driven but motivated to respond to social needs), or value-based 
opportunities (those that demonstrate a clear potential for profit and growth to the entrepreneur) 
—will influence the organizational structure (see Table 2.1).  
Table 2.1 
Identity-Based Model of Social Entrepreneurship   
Salient Identity Issue-Based Opportunity 
Value-Based 
Opportunity 
Activist Not-for-profit Organization Not-for-profit or For-profit Organization 
Entrepreneur For-profit Organization For-profit Organization 
 Note. Based on ideas in Simms and Robinson (2009, pp. 9–26). 
As represented in Table 2.1, if a social entrepreneur is predominately an activist, they 
will likely develop a non-profit organization when faced with an issued-based opportunity.  If 
that same social entrepreneur is faced with a value-based opportunity, they may develop either 
a non-profit or for-profit organization.  If the social entrepreneur has an entrepreneur identity, 
they will often develop a for-profit organization when presented with an issues-based or 
values-based opportunity.  Social entrepreneurs also exhibit varying levels of altruism in their 
work.  Tan et al. (2005) wrote, “there are only two possibilities: either his (social entrepreneur) 
objective is to profit only society or his objective is to profit society and himself” (p. 359).  
Within the latter, there must then be a degree continuum to explain the level of altruism.  Tan et 
al. suggest the following range of degrees:  
1. The person who attempts to innovatively profit society alone, in away that involves 
that society, at risk of personal loss.   
2. The person who attempts to innovatively profit society alone, in away that involves 
that society, at risk of foregoing personal profit.   
3. The person who attempts to innovatively profit society by profiting himself, in a 
way that involves that society, at risk of incurring personal loss.   
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4. The person who attempts to innovatively profit society by profiting himself, in a 
way that involves that society, at risk of forgoing personal profit.   
5. The person who attempts to innovatively profit himself by profiting society, in a 
way that involves that society, at risk of personal loss.   
6. The person who attempts to innovatively profit himself by profiting society, in a 
way that involves that society, at risk of foregoing personal profit. (p. 359)   
Because social entrepreneurs care for others' well-being and for societal improvement, 
their level of altruism is critical to understanding their actions.  As illustrated above the varying 
levels of an entrepreneur’s capacity for risk and innovation: in Degree 1, the more altruistic a 
social entrepreneur is, the more willing they are to engage in activities that profit society even if 
it comes at a personal loss; at Degree 6, on the opposite end of the continuum, the social 
entrepreneur engages in activities that forego personal profit for Self profit by profiting society.  
A social entrepreneur’s care for others is a core value that often motivates them to begin a 
social enterprise.  Social entrepreneurs’ levels of receptivity to inspiration, realism, 
conservatism and flexibility vary from those of commercial entrepreneurs (Ruvio et al., 2010).  
Social entrepreneurs are driven more by inspiration and operate from a realistic vantage point, 
while commercial entrepreneurs have a more conservative drive and operate with more 
flexibility. 
Altruism, compassion and empathy are values commonly held by social entrepreneurs 
(Leadbeater, 1997; Miller et al., 2012; Tan et al., 2005).  These values often motivate social 
entrepreneurs to establish, operate and lead enterprises that have positive social impacts.  Social 
entrepreneurs’ ability to accomplish these objectives depends heavily on their navigation and 
use of strategic leadership (Wilson, 1996).   
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Strategic Leadership 
Strategic leadership is the skill or tool set leaders use to navigate their enterprise through 
difficult times, sustaining it toward overall success.  The study of strategic leadership has its 
roots in Chester Barnard’s (1938) The Functions of the Executive.  In the book, Barnard 
examined organizations and the dilemmas of leadership in terms of the nature of authority, 
decision-making and responsibility.  In the late 1970s and 1980s, the concept was referred to as 
the “upper echelons perspective theory” and had great value in predicting an organization's 
performance (Child, 1972; Hambrick & Mason, 1984).   
Strategic leadership provides such rich data in the prediction of organizational 
performance, in part, because it takes place at the top management levels of organizations.  As 
an example, the management of the overall enterprise includes the responsibility of making 
major decisions, which are at the center of strategic leadership (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996). 
Hambrick and Mason (1984) emphasized the importance of strategic leadership by proposing 
that organizations are a reflection of their top leader.  A leader’s reflection created within the 
organization they establish can be particularly interesting in social enterprises where the leader 
has the dual objectives of achieving social value and creating wealth. 
The concept of strategic leadership has taken various forms over the years as strategies 
and approaches changed.  Strategic leadership has evolved from strategic planning in the 1970s 
but ultimately was deemed ineffective and lacking an implementation piece; then, in the 1980s 
it morphed into strategic management before finally settling into the strategic leadership 
paradigm in the 1990s (Wilson, 1996).  In its current form, strategic leadership has several 
benefits over the previous versions, as pointed out by Wilson (1996)  “Effectively, it is focused 
on the future, sets a direction for what will be, gives vision and inspiration, leads people, 
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determines effectiveness for the organization, and has diffused authority” (p. 28).  Beckham 
(1998) operationalized strategic leadership by suggesting specific behaviors carried out by an 
effective strategic leader, arguing that “effective strategic leaders will refuse to delegate (vital 
tasks), keep it simple, stay focused, tie the loose ends together, speak and act with consistency, 
connect the dots, remain resolute, never stop communicating, maintain intimacy with key 
customers, be visible on the front line, hold themselves accountable, and keep informed”        
(pp. 60–61).   
Moving beyond just the leader, Ireland and Hitt (1999) argued that, in addition to 
strategic leadership changing form, there was a need for the development of new strategic 
leadership practices in the 21st century.  They proposed that there are “significant differences 
between effective strategic leadership practices in the 20th and the 21st centuries” (Ireland & 
Hitt, 1999, p. 74).  The strategic leadership practices of the 21st century are represented in  
Table 2.2  
 Strategic Leadership Practices of the 21st Century   
Practices 
Outcome and process focused 
Confident, but without hubris 
Seeks to acquire and leverage knowledge 
Seeks to release and nurture people’s creativity 
Work flows influenced by relationships 
Demonstrates the importance of integrity by actions 
Willing to earn respect 
Seeks diversity 
Acts to anticipate environmental changes 
Serves as the leader and as a great group member 
Views organizational citizens as a critical resource 
Operates primarily through a global mindset 
Invests significantly in citizens’ continuous development 
 Note. Compiled from discussion in Ireland and Hitt (1999) 
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The need for new practices in organizations was further argued by Ronquillo (2011), 
who wrote, “Old methods of leadership that are dated and ill-suited for the ever-changing 
nature of the 21st century nonprofit organizations are being set aside for newer, more 
innovative, groundbreaking techniques” (p. 352).  
As a skill or tool set, strategic leadership also demands certain capacities from 
successful leaders in addition to their use of time and energy in the prediction of future 
competitive conditions and challenges (Ireland & Hitt, 1999).  There are several capacities that 
create the essence of strategic leadership, including the capacity to learn, the capacity to 
change, and managerial wisdom (Boal & Hooijberg, 2001).  These capacities have a great effect 
on the successful use of strategic leadership in the operation of an enterprise.  In fact, leaders’ 
abilities to guide their enterprises toward success and away from failure depend heavily on their 
use of strategic leadership. 
Additionally, strategic leadership has been identified as a major component of 
organizational learning.  As important as it is for a leader to have the capacity to learn, it is 
equally important for a leader to be able to steer an organization through a strategic process of 
learning (Vera & Crossan, 2004).  The effectiveness of an enterprise depends on how well it 
adapts to or learns to change in response to the external environment (Yukl, 2008).  The ability 
for enterprises to change is directly linked to the degree in which a culture of learning has been 
developed within those enterprises.   
Much of the literature in strategic leadership has come from research conducted in the 
for-profit commercial enterprise sector (Boal & Hooijberg, 2001; Phipps & Burbach, 2010).  
This has created a gap in the literature on strategic leadership in sectors outside of commercial 
entrepreneurship.  This gap leaves non-profit and social enterprise leaders to, respectively, 
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either interpret the findings regarding strategic leadership to fit their sectors or to reject the 
findings as inapplicable (Phipps & Burbach, 2010).   
Grandy (2013) argued, “leadership in nonprofits is particularly complex [as it] requires 
a diverse range of skills and abilities, some of which include a high tolerance for ambiguity”       
(p. 619).  This complexity in the leadership of nonprofits may be different from the 
complexities of leadership in for-profits.  In fact, there is growing evidence suggesting that 
strategic leadership in other sectors (e.g., nonprofit or social enterprise) is indeed different from 
strategic leadership in commercial enterprises (Santos, 2012; Thach & Thompson, 2007).  
“There is a plethora of research that has studied the leadership of for-profit organizations in 
organization studies, but as argued by Ronquillo (2011), there is still much to learn about 
leadership in nonprofits” (Grandy, 2013, p. 619). 
The social entrepreneurship definition used in this study includes a variety of social 
enterprises organizations, large and small, new and old, religious and secular, nonprofit, 
for-profit, and hybrid (see first chapter, Working Definition of Terms above). Thus, as 
Ronquillo (2011) argued, there is a need to conduct more research on the effects of strategic 
leadership in the nonprofit and social enterprise sectors.   
Social Value Creation 
As mentioned in the introduction chapter, the phrase social value creation as used for 
this study, is defined as having “little to do with profits but instead involves the fulfillment of 
basic and long-standing needs such as providing food, water, shelter, education, and medical 
services to those members of society who are in need (Certo & Miller, 2008, p. 267).  This 
definition offers both a broad understanding of the concept while also offering specific 
examples of social value.  Value creation is not a new concept within the field of 
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entrepreneurship; however, its role as a goal of operations is unique to social entrepreneurship 
(Acs, Boardman, & McNeely, 2013; Audretsch & Keilbach, 2004).  Social entrepreneurs strive 
to identify, evaluate and exploit opportunities that will result in the creation of social value 
through the operation of their enterprises (Austin et al., 2006; Drucker, 1987).  The focus of 
social entrepreneurs on social value creation is quite important as it marks them distinctly 
different from commercial entrepreneurs.  As a consequence of this difference, measuring 
success in social enterprises becomes much more complex than measuring success in 
commercial enterprises (Dietz & Porter, 2012).   
The measurement of success in commercial entrepreneurship is simply the evaluation of 
a viable (e.g., market need) and growing business (e.g., profitable) enterprise.  Success in social 
entrepreneurship, however, is in part the measure of change in the systems that have either 
created or maintained a problem (Alvord et al., 2004; Ruebottom, 2011).  Similar to that of the 
definition for social entrepreneurship, there also is no widely accepted method of measurement 
for social value creation.  One of the greatest obstacles in measuring social value creation has 
been the inability to compare unrelated cross-sector and cross-national interventions (Kroeger 
& Weber, 2014).  Despite these obstacles in measuring social value creation, there have been 
numerous methods of measurement developed over the years.  Some of the proposed methods 
for measuring the success of a social enterprise are to assign a dollar value to the social 
outcomes, to equate success to the length of time an enterprise has operated, or to the use of 
complex method based on longitudinal social metrics (e.g., improvement of income or standard 
of living) (Alvord et al., 2004; Harman, 2008; Nicholls, 2006; Sharir & Lerner, 2006).  The Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation funded a study by Tuan on measuring social value creation in 
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2008.  The study’s four applicable methods for measuring social value creation of an enterprise 
are illustrated in Table 2.3. 
Table 2.3  
Social Value Creation Measurement Methods   
Method Procedure 
Cost-Effectiveness Analysis (CEA) 
The calculation of a ratio of cost to a 
nonmonetary benefit or outcome (e.g., cost 
per child cured of malaria). 
Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) 
Monetizes the benefits and costs associated 
with an intervention, and then compares them 
to see which one is greater (e.g., benefit of 
curing a child of malaria monetarily on 
society as a whole). 
Roberts Enterprise Development 
Fund’s Social Return on Investment 
(SROI) 
The demonstration of the social, enterprise, 
and blended value accrued to society 
compared to the total investments on an 
ongoing and retrospective basis. 
Robin Hood Benefit-Cost Ratio 
(BCR) 
The best estimate of the collective benefit 
from each dollar spent on an intervention. 
Note. Based on discussion in Tuan (2008, pp. 10–12). 
Represented in Table 2.3 is the cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA), which calculates the 
ratio of cost to the nonmonetary benefit or outcome; it is more commonly used in the healthcare 
field.  The cost-benefit analysis (CEA) is a calculation of the total costs versus the monetary 
societal benefits of a particular intervention.  The third method listed refers to California-based 
nonprofit Roberts Enterprise Development Fund (REDF), which took an investment-like 
approach to eliminate persistent joblessness.  REDF’s efforts resulted in the creation of the 
Social Return on Investment (SROI) concept as a way to measure the results of its work 
(d.light, n.d., para. 1).  The SROI framework has continued to evolve from that of REDF to 
include its application in various organizations and was used throughout Europe, the United 
States, and South and Southeast Asia.  REDF’s version of SROI is rarely used any longer these 
days; however, the term SROI has become a general one that refers to the different types of 
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blended value measures.  Lastly, the Robin Hood Foundation developed benefit-cost ratio 
(BCR) in their work as a nonprofit targeting the alleviation of poverty.  BCR measures the 
collective benefit of each dollar spent on an intervention.  The four methods of measurement in 
Table 2.3 represent only a fraction of those available, and yet they serve to show the diversity 
of measure development.  Kroeger and Weber (2014) developed a conceptual framework to 
tackle the obstacle previously mentioned in comparing social value creation.  The authors 
incorporated literature from several relevant research streams:  subjective well-being and life 
satisfaction; not-for-profit management and social entrepreneurship; program evaluation; and 
organizational effectiveness.  Their resulting framework compares the degree of social value 
created as the “degree of SVC (intervention, point in time) [being equal to] Domain Satisfaction 
Index improved (intervention, treatment group, point in time) divided by the social need 
(intervention, treatment group, point in time)” (p. 526). 
The potential of this new framework to not only measure the social value created by 
enterprises but to also compare those values across sectors and across national boundaries can 
be a significant advancement in measuring social value creation.  Regardless of the method of 
measurement used to establish the success of a social enterprise, there are some criteria that 
should be included.  Pärenson (2011) wrote that for any measurement method to be effective in 
social entrepreneurship, it should be able to analyze the following criteria: 
• the social impact of the organization and not only the financial allocation and 
outcome; 
• differences in the impact of two organizations which are operating in the same field; 
and 
• the selection of target group and analysis of all the impacts of the activities. (p. 46) 
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Granted, these criteria set a high standard and are challenging to accomplish, they do, 
however, establish the ideal for a measurement method.  Much of the literature on social value 
creation revolves around ways to measure the concept.  As social entrepreneurs become more 
common in society, and the field of social entrepreneurship continues to mature, the emphasis 
on social value creation measurement will increase.  Many of the current methods for 
measuring enterprise success have defined value as financial worth. “Explaining value with 
financial concepts, though not wrong, limits the scope of our understanding of how and why 
social value is created” (Dietz & Porter, 2012, p. 23).  As such, measuring only financial worth 
does not acknowledge the tensions social entrepreneurs and their respective organizations 
experience because social value is a complex construct.  Similarly, current methods exclude 
strategic leadership as the directional force of the entrepreneur and the organization, which 
influence both the choice of measurement and what gets measured. 
Ruebottom (2011) argued to keep the dialogue on measurement methods open and 
against “prematurely and unconsciously closing off our conceptions of social enterprise 
success” (p. 179).  Through the integration of many measurement methods of success within 
social entrepreneurship, we build a greater understanding of who, what and how social value is 
successfully created.  “Since the success factors for social entrepreneurship are not well-known, 
this might also lead to interesting research questions that examine the connection between 
certain inputs and the ultimate goal of social change” (p. 178).  
Conclusion 
The personal values of, and use of strategic leadership by, social entrepreneurs combine 
in their respective social enterprises toward a goal of social value creation.  Social 
entrepreneurs’ personal values heavily influence and impact the values of their social 
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enterprises, while their strategic leadership provides the overall management of their enterprise 
and, ultimately, its performance outcomes.  At the heart of this topic is the interdependence of 
the social entrepreneurs themselves and the degree to which they effectively use strategic 
leadership in the management of their enterprises’ pursuit of creating social value (see       
Figure 2-2).  This study explores the gaps in the research as illuminated by this chapter by 
examining the possible connections between the constructs of social entrepreneurs, strategic 
leadership, and social value creation. This study also explores these gaps through the discovery 
of the critical incidents social entrepreneurs experience in the operation of their enterprises.   
The following chapter describes the methodology of this study’s Critical Incident 
Technique, its applicability to this study, and my reasons for selecting this method.  
Descriptions of the data collection process and analysis, as well as the ethical considerations of 
the study, are also included. 
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Methodology 
This study utilized the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) research method to explore the 
following question:  What incidents do social entrepreneurs identify as critical in leading their 
enterprises?   
[CIT] enables a focused discussion around issues which are under investigation . . . it 
facilitates the revelation of those issues which are of critical importance to the 
interviewee, [enabling] the issues to be viewed in context and [as] a rich source of 
information on the conscious reflections of the incumbent, their frame of reference, 
feelings, attitudes and perspective on matters which are of critical importance to them. 
(Chell, 1998, p. 68)   
This allowed for a focused analysis, specifically on critical incidents from the 
perspective of the social entrepreneur.  Putting the incidents at the center allowed for linkages 
between context (social entrepreneurs), strategy (strategic leadership) and outcomes (social 
value creation) to be clarified as explicated in relation to what happened, why it happened, how 
it was handled, and what the consequences were (Chell, 1998).  The benefit of this method was 
its ability to accurately focus on the specific events that have been critical to leading a social 
enterprise from the perspective of the social entrepreneur.   
Methodological Fit  
This methodology’s ability to focus on the most critical incidents from the perspective 
of the social entrepreneurs themselves made it a strategic and appropriate method for exploring 
the question of this study.  The unit of analysis is the incident, which allowed for a focused 
examination on the critical incidents experienced by social entrepreneurs.  Since social 
entrepreneurs play such a critical role in establishing and operating social enterprises, their 
perspectives are invaluable (Sharir & Lerner, 2006; Zahra et al., 2009).  In addition, the method 
has a rich history in organizational science, as some of the earliest applications of CIT were in 
studies on organizations (Chell & Pittaway, 1998).  I bring a constructivist perspective to this 
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CIT study with an exploration of how the critical incidents were experienced by the social 
entrepreneurs in leading their enterprises.  McMillian and Wergin (2010) acknowledged that 
qualitative research is “based on a philosophy called phenomenology, a perspective that holds 
knowledge is gained by understanding the direct experience of others” (p. 7).  The social 
entrepreneurs’ reality is actually phenomenal and not concrete, the data is subjective and not 
objective, and the knowledge is socially constructed and not positivist (Chell & Pittaway, 
1998).  I am particularly interested in how the social entrepreneurs experienced and processed 
these critical incidents (Seymour, 2012).  Thus, this study is better positioned on the qualitative 
constructivist side of the continuum, as the findings were uncovered and revealed through the 
social entrepreneur’s own words and experiences as the research progressed (Schwandt, 2007).   
As mentioned in the introduction chapter, one of my goals for conducting this research 
was to advance the education and development of current and potential social entrepreneurs.  
“The vast majority of universities that include social entrepreneurship as part of their 
curriculum offer only one or two courses . . . As a result, social entrepreneurship courses are 
typically designed to provide an overview of the field instead of focusing on one or two 
elements” (Brock, Steiner, & Kim 2008, p. 5).  Even in cases where universities have more 
formalized social entrepreneurship programs offering more than two courses, there is still 
confusion among educators as to what issues need covering in order to ensure students are 
adequately prepared for the complex challenges of social enterprise (Tracey & Phillips, 2007).   
It is important to me that any educational or developmental advancements made are 
informed by the experiences of social entrepreneurs who have “been there and done 
that.”  What could possibly inform social entrepreneurship education more effectively 
than the rich contextual information on the critical experiences of leading a social 
enterprise as reported by successful social entrepreneurs?  The role of educators must be 
to draw on the growing body of literature on social entrepreneurship and on the 
experiences of successful social entrepreneurs to create educational experiences that 
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prepare social entrepreneurs for the demanding and often ambiguous world of social 
enterprise. (Tracey & Phillips, 2007, p. 270)  
My hope is that the findings of this study provide valuable insights into the experiences 
of successful social entrepreneurs, which educators can utilize in providing greater development 
opportunities for current and potential social entrepreneurs.   
The Critical Incident Technique 
Chell (2004) wrote, “The critical incident technique is a qualitative interview procedure, 
which facilitates the investigation of significant occurrences (events, incidents, process or 
issues), identified by the respondent, the way they are managed, and the outcomes in terms of 
perceived effects” (p. 48).  The origin of the method can be traced back to the late 19th century 
studies of Francis Galton (Flanagan, 1954).   
In 1954, John Flanagan wrote the seminal work on critical incident technique based on 
his experiences using the method while head of the aviation psychology program under the 
United States Army Air Force during World War II (Butterfield, Borgen, Amundson, & 
Maglio, 2005; Flanagan, 1954).  The CIT studies Flanagan conducted focused on finding of the 
specific reasons for trainees’ failures in learning to fly, “ones that were reported for 1,000 pilot 
candidates eliminated from flight training schools in the summer and early fall of 1941. . . The 
basic source used in this analysis was the proceedings of the elimination boards” (Flanagan, 
1954, p. 328).  The article Flanagan wrote, appropriately titled “The Critical Incident 
Technique,” established the general guidelines and structures for the research method: “the 
critical incident technique consists of a set of procedures for collecting direct observations of 
human behavior in such a way as to facilitate their potential usefulness in solving practical 
problems and developing broad psychological principles” (p. 327).   
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In addition to the military, Flanagan’s classic work on CIT has been adapted and applied 
in many different disciplines as an investigative and exploration tool (Chell, 1998).  This 
growth has led to the method’s versatility in its applicability to many fields and questions.  
Many other scholars used CIT in learning about people in organizations; the method has clear 
roots in organizational and industrial psychology.  Citing Anderson and Wilson (1997), 
Butterfield et al. (2005) note, “CIT has become a widely used qualitative research method . . . it  
[Flanagan’s 1954 article] has been more frequently cited by industrial and organizational 
psychologists than any other article over the past 40 years” (p.475).  
Butterfield et al. (2005) list the following factors that all CIT method studies have in 
common:  
a.  Focus is on critical events, incidents, or factors that help promote or detract from the 
effective performance of some activity or the experience of a specific situation or 
event;  
b.  Discipline origin is from industrial and organizational psychology;  
c.  Data collection is primarily through interviews either in person (individually or in 
groups) or via telephone;  
d.  Data analysis is conducted by determining the frame of reference, forming 
categories that emerge from the data, and determining the specificity or generality of 
the categories; and 
e.  Narrative form is that of categories with operational definitions and self-descriptive 
titles. (p. 483)  
 Chell and Pittaway (1998) point out that “this (CIT) method is recommended as a 
powerful tool which is theoretically sound, capable of facilitating considerable depth of 
analysis, and has the potential for revealing insights of considerable practical import” (p. 31).  It 
is particularly useful in the early stages of understanding a phenomenon as it can generate both 
exploratory information and theory or model building for the development of future research 
(Kain, 2004; Woolsey, 1986).  
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The Critical Incident   
The CIT method requires that participants recall critical incidents of meaningful impact.  
To understand the purpose of CIT, it is essential to understand what is meant by "critical 
incident."  Flanagan (1954) described incidents as “any observable human activity that is 
sufficiently complete in itself to permit inferences and predictions to be made about the person 
performing the act” (p. 1), mandating that, for the incident to be critical, it “must occur in a 
situation where the purpose or intent of the act seems fairly clear to the observer and where its 
consequences are sufficiently definite to leave little doubt concerning its effects” (p. 1).  The 
definition for a “critical incident” is appropriately developed by the researcher(s) to fit their 
respective studies.  Examples of this idea can be seen in three CIT studies I reviewed in which 
researchers developed a critical incident definition necessitated by their studies of service or 
management quality: a critical incident contributes to or detracts from the general aim of the 
activity in a significant way (Bitner, Booms, & Tetreault, 1990); or,  is any event, combination 
of events or series of events that caused the customer to switch service providers (Ellinger & 
Bostrom, 2002); or, reflects the essence of what it meant for managers to facilitate learning 
among their employees (Keaveney, 1995).   
My study utilized critical incidents as the unit of analysis, defining them in the context 
of the initiating question asked of participants:  “Please identify four incidents that have most 
affected you and your enterprise, including two that were positive and two that were negative 
or challenging.”  I also followed the reporting criteria for CIT established by Butterfield et al. 
(2005) as follows (see Figure 3.1): 
• They consist of antecedent information (that which led to the critical incident);  
• They contain a detailed description of the experience itself; and 
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• They describe the outcomes of the incident. 
 
Figure 3.1.  Conceptual reporting framework of study.  
The Critical Incident Technique Phases 
There are five phases to conducting the CIT research method: 1. problem definition;     
2. study design; 3. data collection; 4. data analysis and interpretation, and 5. report findings 
(Flanagan, 1954; Gremler, 2004; Woolsey, 1986).  
A diagram of the five phases is presented in Figure 3.2. 
Antecedents	  
(Reported	  by	  Social	  Entrepreneur)	  
Incident	  	  
(Reported	  by	  Social	  Entrepreneur)	  
Outcomes	  	  
(Reported	  by	  Social	  Entrepreneur)	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Figure 3.2.  Five phases of critical incident technique. 
Phase 1: Problem definition. 
Research question.  Flanagan (1954) suggested that the purpose of the study should be 
provided to the participants as a brief statement that identifies, in simple terms, the objectives 
for the study.  The rationale for stating the purpose in a simple and clear form is to increase the 
potential understanding by the participants.  For the objective of this study, the statement of 
purpose (as mentioned in the critical incident section above) is as follows: “This study is 
designed to explore the incidents that social entrepreneurs identify as critical in leading their 
enterprises.”   
Phase 2: Study design. 
Criteria. The first part of this phase, unit of analysis, was discussed previously in the 
methodological fit section.  As previously noted, participants were asked to identify incidents 
that have been critical in leading their enterprises.  Additional criteria for the incidents to be 
considered were:  “(1) they consist of antecedent information (what led up to it); (2) they 
contain a detailed description of the experience itself; and (3) they describe the outcome of the 
incident” (Butterfield et al., 2005, p. 488).  Thus, any incidents that did not have adequate 
• Problem	  Deﬁni8on	  Phase	  1	  
• Study	  Design	  Phase	  2	  
• Data	  Collec8on	  Phase	  3	  
• Data	  Analysis	  and	  Interpreta8on	  Phase	  4	  
• Report	  Findings	  Phase	  5	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antecedent information or clear outcomes were eliminated as critical incidents.  Importantly, the 
instructions were given to participants in familiar and simple language to avoid any confusion.  
Participants.  This study utilized two sampling methods, purposeful sampling and 
snowball sampling.  Purposeful sampling involves two goals: a) sampling to find instances that 
are typical of a particular type of case on a dimension of interest, and b) sampling to achieve 
comparability across different types of cases on a dimension of interest (McMillan & Wergin, 
2010; Teddlie & Yu, 2007).  Snowball sampling yields a sample through referrals made among 
people who possess some characteristics that are of research interest (Biernacki & Waldorf, 
1981).  The purposeful sampling method was utilized, as the participants in the study were 
social entrepreneurs who had been identified as United States Ashoka Fellows with one or more 
years of experience in running a social enterprise.   
Participants were the founders of their social enterprises and were able to speak English.  
There were no intentions to place any parameters on the size of the social enterprises.  To 
obtain the purposeful sample, an email invitation to participate in the study was sent to all U.S. 
Ashoka Fellows who met the criteria.  In addition to the email invitation, at the conclusion of 
each interview participants were asked if they could recommend one or more other U.S. Ashoka 
Fellows who might also be interested in participating in the study.   
Incidents.  Flanagan (1954) suggested that an effective study required at least 100 
incidents.  A more contemporary constructivist approach requires the researcher to collect 
incidents until saturation.  Holloway and Schwartz (2014) wrote:  
Rather than seeking to collect 100 incidents, we chose to collect data until we reached 
saturation. Saturation is reached when the researcher is no longer hearing new 
perspectives or meanings from participants. This is a concept used in many forms of 
qualitative research and it allows researchers to collect data until they are not finding 
anything new rather than simply trying to reach a certain pre-set number of cases. (p. 8) 
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In deciding the point at which to terminate the interviewing process, I considered both 
the commonly accepted number of incidents of 100 and the principle of saturating the analysis 
or saturation with rich detail on all three areas of CIT data collection (i.e., the incident, 
antecedent events, and subsequent events).   
Phase 3: Collecting the data (interviews).  Once the potential participants had 
indicated their desire to be included in the study, I provided them with the informed consent 
information and then, once they had approved the consent, an interview was scheduled either 
over the phone or through Skype, depending on logistics.  Each of the interviews was audio 
recorded for transcription and analysis.   
A professional transcription service was utilized, and I listened to the interviews and 
cross-referenced them against their corresponding transcripts to ensure accuracy.  In addition, 
each participant was given the opportunity to review their respective transcript for accuracy and 
to ask any questions.  Chell and Pittaway (1998) discussed one of the potential difficulties for 
participants and interviewers in CIT:  
A difficulty of conducting the interview well is attempting to ensure that the interviewer 
has captured all the critical incidents and covered them in sufficient detail. This can be 
facilitated by using an arrow diagram representing the historical development of the 
business, which can help jog the business owner’s memory. (p. 31)  
The ability to recall incidents did not seem to be difficult for the participants in this 
study.  The participants were asked to think about the history of their enterprise and to think of 
significant incidents that took place along the timeline and which they considered critical to 
leading their enterprises.  The interviews were semi-structured utilizing the following interview 
guide and questions: 
1.  I’d like you to describe important incidents that you have experienced leading your 
enterprise?  
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(Observe how the participant answers. After participant describes one, ask for           
another . . . then, only hearing about incidents that helped move the enterprise forward, 
ask for incidents that were obstacles or difficulties . . . and if they only talk about 
obstacles/difficulties, then ask about incidents that moved the enterprise forward) 
Possible additional follow-up questions: 
a. Were there other leaders involved, and if so, please describe their involvement? 
b. Were there other members of the team involved and if so, please tell me about 
their involvement? 
2. What led up to this incident? 
a. Who/What/How? 
3. Please tell me more about your experience of this incident. 
 a. What did you do and experience? 
b. What did your team members do and experience? 
4.   What were the outcomes of this incident? 
a. For you? 
b. For the other team members? 
c. For the enterprise? 
d. Did your personal goals or the goals of the enterprise change  
     as a result of this incident? 
5.   Did this incident change you or your social enterprise? If so, in what ways? 
6.   Is there anything else about the incident that you would like to add? 
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Questions one through four are reflective of classic questions used in CIT method.  The 
addition of questions five and six (in addition to any follow-up questions) are more typical of 
the constructivist method of CIT (Holloway & Schwartz, 2014). 
Phase 4: Analyzing and interpreting the data.  In this phase, the interview transcripts 
were uploaded into Dedoose Qualitative Research Data Analysis (DQRDA) software for 
analysis.  I coded the transcripts in accordance with CIT structure of coding and analysis using 
an emergent coding approach and a constant comparative method of analysis (Holloway & 
Schwartz, 2014).  There were two strategies employed to code the data.  I first determined the 
type of incident that each participant reported and then created a classification scheme based on 
the interviews.  Second, I employed Hughes, Williamson, and Lloyd’s (2007) process of 
thematic coding, which allowed the content of the interviews to guide the identification of 
codes.   
Following Fountain’s (1999) protocol, I partnered with a qualified researcher who had 
narrative coding experience.  My coding partner and I each coded a transcript and then 
compared codes with one another.  In the event that there was a difference in the codes, my 
coding partner and I thoroughly discussed our respective thoughts and came to a consensus on 
the coding.  Once we had coded 10 interview transcripts using this method of coding separately 
and comparing, my coding partner was then only consulted in cases where there was a 
particularly difficult passage to code.  Again in accordance with Fountain’s protocol, once the 
coding had reached the two considerations mentioned under the incidents section, I conferred 
with my coding partner and methodologist for consensus on exhaustiveness.   
The next step of analysis utilized the Dedoose software's query and report capability to 
organize the thematic codes by incident type in order to determine if there were any thematic 
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connections across incidents (Schwartz & Holloway, 2014).  The total amount of codes (2,831) 
were analyzed and organized along thematic connections.  Next, the relationships between the 
themes were examined.   
Phase 5: Reporting.  In the fifth phase, the study’s findings were reported.  The 
reporting included the study’s focus and research question, data collection procedures, study 
population demographics and characteristics, data analysis processes, coding of incidents, as 
well as the findings (Gremler, 2004).   
Trustworthiness   
Utilizing the work of Lincoln and Guba (1985), this study ensures trustworthiness by 
establishing credibility, confirmability, dependability and transferability.  Credibility is 
established through asking participants to confirm that I have accurately represented their 
experiences: “Do the data sources find the inquirer’s analysis, formulation, and interpretations 
to be credible (believable)?” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 246).  Confirmability was achieved in 
the coding process by including a qualified coding partner.  Dependability stems from the 
clearly explained and logical process undertaken:  all of the study’s logistical processes, 
procedures, and forms are provided to the reader in the appendices of this dissertation.  
Transferability is achieved as United States Ashoka Fellows are representative of social 
entrepreneurs and are likely to identify incidents that are typically experienced in leading social 
enterprises:  Can the incidents that are heard in the interviews be applied to other social 
entrepreneurs’ experiences?   Am I hearing about incidents that could be applied to other social 
entrepreneurs?  If the identified incidents include context and characteristics that are common 
to the social entrepreneur experience, then transferability is established. 
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The four criteria—credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability—were  
utilized in establishing trustworthiness for this study. 
Ethical Issues   
The key ethical issue of this study was maintaining the confidentiality of interview 
participants and their enterprises.  Participant and enterprise demographic information is only 
reported in aggregate form.  In addition, all of the participants were given the opportunity to 
choose an alias for themselves and their enterprise, or they could have elected to have me 
choose both on their behalf.  These aliases are used to identify each participant and their 
enterprise throughout the study and in reporting the study’s findings. 
Social entrepreneurs, then, are challenging many of our established paradigms with their 
innovative solutions in creating social value.  Social entrepreneurs, through their use of 
strategic leadership, likely bring these innovative solutions to fruition.  Thus, it is in studying 
the critical incidents social entrepreneurs face in leading their enterprises that we gain further 
understanding of creating social value through strategic leadership, and Critical Incident 
Technique as used in this study proved to be a valuable research method to generate that 
understanding.  The findings are relevant for social entrepreneurs, educators, or anyone 
interested in developing social entrepreneurs and leadership development practitioners.  The 
findings of this study are discussed in the following chapter.   
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Findings 
This chapter will present the findings of my dissertation research study.  It is divided 
into three main sections:  a description of the purposeful sample of social entrepreneurs and 
their enterprises; an overview of the critical areas; and an analysis of those critical areas.  I 
utilized the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) research method (Butterfield et al., 2005; 
Flanagan, 1954) to explore the incidents social entrepreneurs identified as critical in leading 
their enterprises.  Using it allowed for a focused analysis on critical incidents identified by and 
from the perspective of the social entrepreneur.  As discussed in the methodology chapter, 
critical incident technique:  
Enables a focused discussion around issues which are under investigation . . . it 
facilitates the revelation of those issues which are of critical importance to the 
interviewee, [enabling] the issues to be viewed in context and [as] a rich source of 
information on the conscious reflections of the incumbent, their frame of reference, 
feelings, attitudes and perspective on matters which are of critical importance to them. 
(Chell, 1998, p. 68) 
The purpose of the study was to explore the positive and negative critical incidents 
experienced by social entrepreneurs in the operation of their enterprises—not only in an effort 
to add to the empirical research in the field by focusing on the experiences of social 
entrepreneurs, but also to provide insights into leading social enterprises.  Specifically, this 
research on social entrepreneurs’ experiences of critical incidents (as well as the antecedents 
and corresponding outcomes) was designed to allow for greater understanding of the 
meaningful events that lead to successful and unsuccessful social entrepreneurial outcomes.   
Twenty Ashoka Fellows from the United States were identified for participation in this 
study by utilizing my professional network and a snowball sampling method.  The 
geographically dispersed participants had founded various types of enterprises operating in a 
number of fields such as civic engagement, human rights, and the environment.  To simplify the 
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terminology and to avoid confusion, the participants will be hereinafter referred to as social 
entrepreneurs.  
Purposeful Sample 
Social entrepreneurs.  Through my professional network with individuals within 
Ashoka U (an initiative of Ashoka to collaborate with colleges and universities to foster 
campus-wide cultures of social innovation), I was introduced to four United States Fellows, 
each of whom were given information about my study and invited to participate.  One of these 
four fellows became the study’s first social entrepreneur to be interviewed; the other three were 
ultimately unable to participate in the study.  The study’s other 19 social entrepreneurs were 
either identified by previous participants through a snowball sampling method or self-identified 
for participation by responding to the study’s invitation email which was sent to the U.S. 
Ashoka Fellows’ database.  Only English-speaking Fellows based in the United States with a 
minimum of one-year experience in leading a social enterprise were able to participate.  One 
social entrepreneur dropped out of the study after completing the interview, and was thus 
removed from participation.   
Table 4.1 below provides a number/percentage breakdown of the 19 social 
entrepreneurs who participated in the study based on gender, age range, and location by number 
and percentage sample total.  
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Table 4.1   
Social Entrepreneur Demographics 
Variable No.  
Gender   
Female 8 42 
Male 11 58 
Age Range   
35–44 3 16 
45–54 10 52 
55–64 2 11 
65–74 4 21 
Location   
West 7 37 
Northeast 5 26 
Midwest 5 26 
Southeast 2 11 
 
The distribution of age ranges was fairly even with the exception of the 45 to 54 age 
range, which contained at least six more social entrepreneurs than any other age range in the 
sample (Figure 4.1).  
 
      Figure 4.1. Age ranges in sample.  
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The delineation of the location descriptor was based on the United States Government 
Census Map (United States Census Bureau, 2015) .  There was a relatively even split within 
the locations with the exception of the Southeast, which had three less social entrepreneurs 
than the Northeast and Midwest (Figure 4.2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.2.  Locations in sample. 
Enterprises.  The social entrepreneurs’ enterprises were also quite diverse in terms of 
their fields of work, sectors of focus, and target populations (see Table 4.2).  Ashoka Innovators 
for the Public (n.d.-a) broadly categorizes each of their fellows by field(s) of work, sector(s) of 
focus, and target population(s) based on the social enterprises they are leading.  
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Table 4.2.   
Summary of Enterprise Demographics 
Field(s)  Sector(s)  Target Population(s)  
Civic Engagement Citizen/Community 
Participation, 
Intergenerational Issues,  
Youth Development 
 
Communities, 
Youth, 
Elderly 
Civic Engagement, 
Learning/Education 
Access to 
Learning/Education, 
Citizen/Community 
Participation, 
Education Reform 
 
Communities, 
Children, 
Educational Institutions, 
Citizen Sector 
Organizations 
Civic Engagement, 
Learning/Education 
Adult Education, 
Citizen/Community 
Participation 
Teachers/Educators,  
Underserved 
Communities,  
Unemployed/Working 
Poor 
Economic 
Development 
Citizen/Community 
Participation, 
Housing 
Communities, 
Minorities, 
Underserved 
Communities, 
Families 
Economic 
Development 
Employment/Labor Underserved 
Communities,  
Immigrants/Communities 
with Immigrants 
Economic 
Development 
Child Care, 
Housing 
Families, 
Homeless 
Environment Health Care Delivery, 
Waste 
Management/Sanitation 
Health Care 
Professionals, 
Government, 
Ecosystems 
Environment Conscious Consumerism, 
Conservation/Preservation, 
Energy, 
Waste 
Management/Sanitation 
Communities, 
Business Entrepreneurs, 
Citizen Sector 
Organizations, 
Business, 
Ecosystems, 
Educational Institutions 
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Health Consumer Protection, 
Health Care Delivery, 
Philanthropy 
Health Care 
Professionals, 
Business Entrepreneurs, 
Public 
Health HIV/AIDS/STDs, 
Reproductive Health, 
Youth Development 
 
Health Care 
Professionals, 
Youth, 
Teachers/Educators, 
Students, 
Educational Institutions, 
GLBT 
Health Health Care Delivery, 
Mental Health, 
Substance Abuse 
Employers, 
Substance 
Abusers/Addicts 
Health Agriculture, 
Nutrition/Wellness 
 
Communities, 
Public, 
Citizen Sector 
Organizations 
Human Rights Child Protection, 
Equality/Rights, 
Law and Legal Reform 
Children, 
Government, 
Government Employees 
Human Rights Adult Education, 
Criminal Justice 
Homeless 
Learning/Education Non-formal Education, 
Nutrition/Wellness 
Teachers/Educators, 
Children, 
Families 
Learning/Education Citizen/Community 
Participation,  
Youth Development 
Caregivers,  
Communities,  
Health Care 
Professionals,  
Social Workers,  
Youth Development 
Learning/Education Non-formal Education,  
Youth Development 
 
Youth, 
Teachers/Educators, 
Learning/Education Education Reform Teachers/Educators 
Learning/Education Education Reform,  
Higher Education,  
Intercultural Relations/Race 
Relations 
Minorities,  
Students,  
Underserved 
Communities 
Note. The list is in alphabetical order by field(s) of work using categories from Ashoka 
Innovators for the Public (n.d.-a) 
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Figure 4.3 depicts the percentage of each field of work that was represented in the 
sample.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.3.  Fields of work representation by percentage in sample. (See Appendix B for a 
complete listing of work fields). 
Figure 4.4 shows the sectors that were represented in the sample by percentage. 
 
Figure 4.4.  Sector representation by percentages in sample (See Appendix B for a complete 
listing of categories). Note that the “other” category includes all sectors with only 2 
representations each and encompasses: access to learning and education, conscious 
consumerism, conservation and preservation, consumer protection, criminal justice, 
employment and labor, energy, equality and rights, higher education, HIV, AIDS, and STDs; 
Citizen/Community 
Participation 
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Youth 
Development 
9% 
Education Reform 
7% 
Health Care 
Delivery 
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5% 
Waste 
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5% 
Other 
40% 
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  in	  Sample	  
Learning/
Education 
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Economic 
Development 
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8% 
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4% 
Child Care 
4% 
Child Protection 
4% 
Fields	  of	  Work	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  in	  Sample	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intercultural relations and race relations; intergenerational issues, law and legal reform; mental 
health, philanthropy, reproductive health, and substance abuse. 
Figure 4.5 depicts the target populations that were represented in the sample by 
percentage.   
 
Figure 4.5.  Target population representation by percentage in sample (See Appendix B for a 
complete listing of target populations).  The “other” category includes all sectors with only 2 
representation each and encompasses: business, caregivers, elderly, employers, LGBT, 
government employees, immigrants and communities with immigrants; social workers, 
substance abusers and addicts; unemployed and working poor; and youth development. 
In accordance with the research methodology, no effort was made to seek out particular 
fields, sectors, or target populations served by the social entrepreneurs.  The specific work 
within these larger fields varied from leadership development trainings to promoting the 
availability of healthy foods in marginalized communities.   
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Critical areas.  As I collected and then reflected on the data and the areas that surfaced 
during my analysis, I realized that in many cases, the social entrepreneurs identified elements 
that had a critical incident or moment within them, but they talked about them in broader terms.  
They tended to speak about the overarching container or bubble around the incident, in holistic 
terms.  Thus, I have decided to conceptualize and refer to these as Critical Areas.  This 
language adaptation is common within a constructionist approach to CIT and yields a more 
appropriate discussion.  The language of Critical Areas, as I have designated them, more 
accurately captures the depth and nature of the findings (Douglas, McClelland, & Davies, 
2008); they also contain the conceptual framework components of Antecedents, Incident, and 
Outcomes as suggested by Butterfield et al. (2005) (see Figure 3.2 above).  Although the 
Critical Areas were identified as they emerged during the coding and analysis process, for the 
purpose of this chapter they have been put into alphabetical order as reflected in Table 4.3 
below. 
Table 4.3.   
Critical Areas 
Critical Area 
Experiencing Beneficial Relationships 
Experiencing Difficult Relationships 
Founding of Enterprise 
Leadership Transition 
Experience of Losing Funding 
Experience of Obtaining Funding 
Recalibration of Enterprise 
Recognition 
Social Entrepreneurial Mindset 
 
The first two areas revolved around both beneficial and difficult relationships. They 
included the antecedents (creation of the relationship), incident (experience of the relationship), 
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and outcomes (impact) experienced by both the enterprise and entrepreneur.  In most of the 
incidents within the Relationships area both the entrepreneur and the enterprise were impacted, 
generating two outcome components. 
The next critical area was the founding of the social entrepreneur’s enterprise.  The 
social entrepreneurs shared that they had direct life experience with, or had previously 
observed, the social issue they started their enterprises to address.  They shared that the direct 
life experience was in their personal or professional lives. 
The social entrepreneurs’ leadership transition was another area that surfaced in the 
data, as many of the entrepreneurs were contemplating their transition out of their enterprise's 
leadership.  This critical area had three components: antecedents (realizations leading to the 
transition), incident (experience of the transition), and the corresponding outcomes.  One of the 
social entrepreneurs had actually completed the transition out of their leadership role to become 
a spokesperson for the enterprise.   
Funding was another area found in the study and included both the loss of funding and 
the procurement of funds.  Because the social entrepreneurs described these two aspects quite 
differently, they were analyzed separately.  The Experience of Losing Funding area included 
antecedents, loss of funding (incident), and two enterprise responses, one emotional and one 
strategic (outcomes); the Experience of Obtaining Funding area had the components of 
antecedents, the actual obtained funding (incident), and the corresponding impact of the funding 
(outcomes). 
The social entrepreneurs also discussed a resetting or a recalibration of their enterprises’ 
operations.  Recalibration of Enterprise emerged as a critical area with the components of 
antecedents, experience of recalibration (incident), and corresponding impacts on both the 
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enterprise and the entrepreneur (outcomes).  The impact is split into two components in order to 
capture the impact on the entrepreneur’s goals, mind-frame and objectives, as well as the 
impact on the enterprise’s mission, goals and operations.   
The recognition gained from receiving certain awards and fellowships, including the 
Ashoka Fellowship, emerged as an area.  Recognition included the antecedents, the recognition 
itself (incident), and the impact on the enterprise and entrepreneur (outcomes).  Again, the 
impacts of Recognition on enterprise and entrepreneur were analyzed separately.   
Lastly, the social entrepreneurial mindset area emerged in the data as the social 
entrepreneurs described difficult situations and their reactions to them.  For instance, the social 
entrepreneurs discussed a variety of significant setbacks experienced by their enterprises as 
opportunities to become more creative and find innovative solutions.  This area has two 
foundational antecedents that are not distal but rather have taken place at some point in the past 
prior to the incident; a sense of responsibility to solving the issue, and a sense of purpose as the 
social entrepreneurs described their work as meaningful and life fulfilling.  There are two 
incident types in this area:  hurdles for enterprise and hurdles for entrepreneur.  
The Critical Areas and a breakdown of their corresponding positive and negative 
incidents are located in Table 4.4.  The social entrepreneurs’ own perspectives of the incidents 
and corresponding outcome or impact were used to establish the positive or negative correlation 
of the each incident.  As such, the assignment of a positive or negative label was the task of 
social entrepreneurs during the course of their interview.  Two of the questions asked of the 
social entrepreneurs at the start of their interviews were:  describe a positive meaningful event 
that you have experienced in leading your enterprise; describe a negative or a less than 
successful meaningful event that you have experienced in leading your enterprise. 
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The social entrepreneurs described many of the events experienced as having positive 
outcomes, even in cases where the event itself could have been considered negative.  For 
example, Loss of Funding was often described as enabling organizations to be more resourceful 
and innovative.  This mindset likely influenced the social entrepreneurs to discuss a greater 
number of positive incidents than negative ones. 
Table 4.4.   
Critical Areas and Corresponding Number of Incidents 
Critical Areas 
No. of 
Positive Incidents 
(%) 
No. of               
Negative Incidents 
(%) 
Experiencing Beneficial 
Relationships 
16 (23) 0 (0) 
Experiencing Difficult 
Relationships 
0 (0) 14 (40) 
Founding of Enterprise 10 (14) 0 (0) 
Leadership Transition 6 (9) 1 (2) 
Experience of Losing 
Funding 
0 (0) 10 (29) 
Experience of 
Obtaining Funding 
7 (10) 0 (0) 
Recalibration of 
Enterprise 
10 (14) 0 (0) 
Recognition 11 (15) 0 (0) 
Social Entrepreneurial 
Mindset 
11 (15) 10 (29) 
TOTAL 71(100) 35 (100) 
As illustrated in the preceding section, the social entrepreneurs and their enterprises are 
quite diverse representing a variety of sectors, fields, and target populations, and yet, many of 
the critical incident types they encountered were very similar.  The next section will discuss 
these critical areas and their components (antecedents, incident, outcomes) in greater detail. 
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Analysis of Critical Areas 
Critical area 1: Experiencing beneficial relationships.  Relationships were a common 
area discussed by many of the social entrepreneurs during their interviews.  As discussed in the 
summary of the critical incidents section, the social entrepreneurs described two distinct types 
of relationship—those that were beneficial and those that caused difficulty.  Beneficial 
Relationships had three components making up the complete incident:  the creation, experience, 
and impact of the beneficial relationship on enterprise and entrepreneur (Figure 4.6).   
 
Figure 4.6.  Components of experiencing beneficial relationships.  
Antecedents, incident and outcomes provided in Figures 4.6 to 4.13 are meant to serve as 
examples only and are not comprehensive representations of all data in each component.   
The creations of beneficial relationships were reported by many to be serendipitous and, 
in some cases, completely unsolicited.  Beneficial Relationships were typically created through 
the social entrepreneurs’ networks of current friends or colleagues.  The social entrepreneurs’ 
experiences with beneficial relationships enabled their enterprises to reach various goals, 
expand current operations, and create large-scale change.  In one example, the social 
entrepreneur Art entered into a partnership with a local university to provide training services to 
Creation 
(Antecedents) 
 
•  Intial phone 
conversation 
•  Asked for 
advice 
Experience of 
Beneficial 
Relationships 
(Incident) 
•  Became good 
friends with iconic 
sports figure 
•  Became friends 
with influential 
author in the field 
of addiction 
treatment 
Outcomes 
•  Impact on Enterprise 
•  Iconic sports figure becomes 
enterprise's national spokesperson 
•  Influential author's  ideas become 
the foundational intiatives 
•  Impact on Entrepeneur 
•  Gave social entrepreneur greater 
confidence 
•  Social entrepreneur gained an 
advisor 
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its students.  This ultimately became a major source of income for his enterprise:  “So, when I 
got the partnership that we have today, the real benefit of it was that they wanted to do it and 
they wanted to do it immediately . . . It turned out to be the meeting to end all meetings” (Art, 
personal communication, November 13, 2014). 
Beneficial Relationships also had positive impacts on the social entrepreneurs 
themselves and ranged from providing the financial support necessary to build their enterprise, 
to becoming partners and encouraging the social entrepreneurs to reach their goals.  In the case 
of social entrepreneur MLK, his supervisor allowed him to remain an employee and keep his 
salary for a full year while he built his enterprise:   
I moved out of the Vice President for Student Affairs position into a Special Assistant to 
the President position that [my supervisor] created to allow me the opportunity to create 
the infrastructure for TRANSFORMATION’s headquarters—isn’t that amazing?—to 
fundraise and to friend-raise and [this] allowed me to keep my salary for another year at 
my full salary. (MLK, personal communication, December 1, 2014) 
The funding support from these beneficial relationships had significant impacts on the 
social entrepreneurs and their enterprises.  These relationships also opened new avenues of 
business by enabling the enterprises to expand their services and/or product offerings, in 
addition to generating even more beneficial relationships.  Beneficial relationships often 
resulted in the development of other beneficial relationships for the social entrepreneurs and 
their enterprises.     
Critical area 2: Experiencing difficult relationships.  The Relationships arena was 
also represented by a difficult relationships area with its three components:  creation of, 
experience of, and impact on, both the enterprise and entrepreneur (Figure 4.7).  
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Figure 4.7.  Components of experiencing difficult relationships. 
The difficult relationships represented any personal or professional interaction and 
relationship that had a negative impact on the entrepreneur and/or enterprise.  The social 
entrepreneurs discussed these difficult relationships arising from poor hiring decisions or 
allowing someone to volunteer for their enterprise without a background check.  The social 
entrepreneur MLK, for example, allowed an individual to volunteer with his enterprise over the 
period of several years during which the individual ultimately became disinterested in the 
national operations and began to separate his work from the overall organization.  This 
volunteer eventually took over the enterprise’s operations in a specific region under a new 
name: 
And so, long story short, he ended up—for lack of a better way of putting                  
this—basically taking what I had created over almost 10 years, well before he started 
with us I’d already done it for about seven years, [and] he basically kicked us out and 
created his own thing that looked just like our stuff. (MLK, personal communication, 
December 1, 2014) 
The incidents that the social entrepreneurs experienced as a result of these difficult 
relationships were quite trying.  Their lasting impacts gave the social entrepreneurs 
opportunities to reflect on their enterprises’ operations, as well as on their own behavior.  As a 
Creation 
(Antecedents) 
•  Hired service 
provider off of 
recommendation 
•  Hired wrong 
candidate for 
position 
Experience of 
Difficult 
Relationships 
(Incident) 
•  Service provider 
represented the 
enterprise poorly 
•  New employee 
did not mesh 
well with co-
workers 
Outcomes 
•  Impact on Enterprise 
•  embarassed at major event 
•  Workplace uneasy for a 
period of time 
•  Impact on Entrepeneur 
•  Felt horrible about the 
situation; very regretful on 
the hiring 
•  Questioned ability to hire 
quality people 
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result of these difficult relationships, their enterprises often put in place more formalized 
policies and procedures in order to avoid entering into these types of relationships in the future. 
Critical area 3: Founding of enterprise.  The Founding of Enterprise area emerged 
and included both foundational antecedents (things that took place in the past, but not 
necessarily right before the incident) and distal antecedents (things that directly led up to the 
incident).  The foundational antecedents were often social issues that the social entrepreneurs 
directly experienced in either their personal life or in their professional life; these were also 
social issues that the social entrepreneurs had observed but did not have direct interaction with 
in the past.  There are also the components of the process of founding the enterprise and, 
finally, the operation of the enterprise (Figure 4.8). 
 
Figure 4.8.  Components of experience of founding of enterprise. 
The lived experiences antecedent of being raised in a poverty-stricken family in 
California was the initial motivation that social entrepreneur Samuel needed to begin a social 
enterprise focused on building social networks of support within underprivileged communities.  
The antecedent of noticing that the Black males on social entrepreneur MLK’s college campus 
Lived Experiences 
(Foundational 
Antecedent) 
•  Personal Life 
•  Raised in a 
poverty- 
stricken  family 
•  Professional Life 
•  Noticed Black 
male GPA was 
1.75 
Observed Issue 
(Foundational 
Antecedents) 
•  Noticed a race 
to the bottom 
system in 
which those 
with the 
greatest need 
got the help 
and others did 
not 
Process of 
Founding 
Enterprise 
(Incident) 
•  Started 
enterprise to 
strength 
community and 
family support 
networks 
•  Started 
enterprise to 
help Black males 
graduate from 
college 
Operation of 
Enterprise 
(Outcomes) 
•  National Org. 
focused on 
helping low-
income families 
•  National Org. 
focused on 
helping young 
men make it to 
and succeed in 
college 
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had an average 1.75 grade point average was the initial motivation for him to start a national 
social enterprise focused on increasing the retention and graduation rates of Black males.   
As noted earlier, the social entrepreneurs came into contact with or observed the issues 
that they began their enterprises to address.  There are two life experience aspects for the lived 
experiences area:  personal and professional.  These two life areas capture the domain in which 
the social entrepreneurs experienced the issue they would later address with their enterprises.  
In some cases, these areas overlapped wherein the social entrepreneur would observe a social 
issue and also have direct experience with it.  For instance, in the case of social entrepreneur 
Nadine, who in her early 30s had become a very close friend and colleague to an influential 
elder rights activist named Maggie, and the two would travel around the United States on 
business trips together.  Here, Nadine both observed the social issue of the elder rights struggle 
and had direct experience with it through her personal and professional affiliation with Maggie.  
The activist Maggie also happened to be over the age of 65 when she started a national elder 
rights organization: 
I saw Maggie and all she could contribute, and all the perspective that she had because 
of her years of experience. And her ability to get through the crap and move on, and her 
frankness and transparency, I think, all really impacted the way I wanted to be in the 
world—for good or bad. (Nadine, personal communication, December 22, 2014) 
The social entrepreneurs’ observations of and/or direct experiences with a particular 
social issue were what ultimately motivated them to begin their enterprises.  Their enterprises’ 
missions often became the remedy to or improvement of the social issue.  They shared how 
significant the starting of their enterprises was, and described it as a process through which their 
enterprises were founded.  In the case of social entrepreneur Jeff, he described the process in a 
series of steps he took to begin his enterprise:  
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[It] was just me at that point, so I had to go out and raise money, hire a couple of people 
to work with me, figure out what our program was, what it was we were actually going 
to do. (Jeff, personal communication, December 9, 2014) 
In the interviews, the social entrepreneurs often mentioned their enterprises’ missions in 
the creation and operation of their enterprises.  They described these missions as beacons, 
which they followed in their leadership of the enterprises.  Many of them shared that their 
organization has a very similar mission today as when it was first founded years ago.  In the 
case of Kurt’s enterprise, the mission was decided through a multi-meeting, communitywide 
process that spanned nearly eight months: 
Its [the enterprise’s] mission had already been decided by the community and it was a 
very broad, very bold mission, which today has morphed a little bit, but in essence, it’s 
to solve this problem; it’s to solve addiction in this community. (Kurt, personal 
communication, December 5, 2014) 
In fact, the mission was often central to the enterprise’s core operations.  In the case of 
Michelle’s enterprise, after 20 years in operation the mission had not substantially changed: 
Our mission and our core beliefs—I was looking through some historical documents for 
a staff retreat the other day, and we found some of our core documents from 1995, 
which is our founding year. And I shared them with my staff today, and they really 
remarked on the fact that we could have written this yesterday. (Michelle, personal 
communication, March 11, 2015) 
Critical area 4: Leadership transition.  Many of the social entrepreneurs were 
contemplating or involved in transitioning out of their enterprises’ leadership.  Several were 
thinking about or planning their transitions, and one social entrepreneur had already completed 
the transition out of a leadership role.  The three components of the Leadership Transition area 
were the realizations leading to the transition (antecedents), the experiences of transition 
(incident), and the corresponding outcomes of the transition (see Figure 4.9).  
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Figure 4.9.  Components of experiencing leadership transition. 
The realization that led to the transition component was described an awakening or a 
gained awareness by the social entrepreneur of a need for a leadership transition.  In social 
entrepreneur Bo’s case, his enterprise had plateaued due in part to what he felt was his lack of 
skills and interest in the area of growth.  He shared that his passion lies in beginning new 
projects and figuring out how to make them work, not necessarily in growing the project.  This 
feeling was echoed by a number of the social entrepreneurs who were facing their leadership 
transitions: 
I think this is a huge issue for social entrepreneurs . . . that what it takes to be a social 
entrepreneur is not necessarily what it takes to be a good scale-up or growth or 
management leader. And I think right now I am sort of at the crux of deciding should I 
continue to lead this organization as the chief operating [officer] and decision maker? 
Or are my skills best used in trying to figure out new solutions to problems? (Bo, 
personal communication, December 9, 2014) 
These types of questions were typical among the social entrepreneurs facing this critical 
area.  The actual experiences of the leadership transitions varied from what the social 
Realizations 
Leading to 
Transition 
(Antecedents) 
•  Still has desire to 
be a college 
president 
•  May not have the 
skillset or passion 
to move enterpise 
to the next level 
•  Had to short sale 
home 
Experience of Leadership 
Transition 
(Incident) 
•  Having conversations 
with the board on what a 
transition would look like 
•  Hoping board will take 
the lead on the leadership 
transition 
•  For quite a while it was a 
love-hate relationship 
between the enterprise 
and social entrepreneur 
Outcomes 
•  Once the current 
fundraising 
campaign is 
complete, he will 
be applying for 
presidency 
•  Within six 
months there will 
be a new CEO 
•  Now social 
entrepreneur 
serves as 
spokesperson for 
enterprise 
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entrepreneur wanted the transition to be like to what had already taken place in terms of the 
transition. 
Social entrepreneur Jackie was the only one in the sample to have experienced the 
completion of her leadership transition.  She shared that the transition was very difficult for her 
in the beginning, because she wanted to be involved in the enterprise but could not 
economically afford to volunteer once she transitioned out of her leadership role:  
For a while with the transition it was a love-hate. I love this; I want to be involved in it. 
I hate this because I can’t do it every day, because I don’t have the money to be able to 
volunteer. But I want to do it because I love the kids, but I can’t do it because I love my 
own kids. So it’s this total mind game. (Jackie, personal communication, December 12, 
2014) 
This type of struggle for the social entrepreneurs was common in the language they used 
to describe their experiences with their leadership transitions.  Many had very strong emotions 
tied to their enterprises’ work, while also feeling a need to step away to pursue other endeavors 
or for the success of the enterprise.  This cognitive dissonance (their holding of contradictory 
thoughts and feelings) created a dilemma for many of the social entrepreneurs. 
Critical area 5: Losing funding.  The loss of funding contained four components:  the 
antecedents, the actual loss, and both the strategic and emotional response to the loss of funding 
(Figure 4.10) 
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Figure 4.10. Components of experience of losing funding.  
The antecedents revolved mainly around the state of the world economy.  Many of the 
social enterprises had faced a loss of funding related to the United States’ recent Great 
Recession.  The social entrepreneurs described the loss of funding in very emotional terms, 
discussing the difficulties they experienced laying people off and downsizing their operations.  
In the case of Art’s enterprise (which had lost a $400,000 federal grant after the terrorist attacks 
on 9/11), the pain he felt came from not being able to stay on the mission and retain all of his 
employees during the downturn:  
Look, you have people’s lives—they’ve dedicated a portion of their lives to your 
invention. And hopefully they feel invested in it, and if they do, that helps but it also 
complicates it because you feel a sense of responsibility to them and to the mission and 
when that starts to unravel, it’s painful. (Art, personal communication, November 13, 
2014) 
Another response the social entrepreneurs had to the loss of funding was a strategic 
response.  The strategic response was the tactic the enterprise took to recover and adapt from 
the loss of funding.  They described this response in very different language focused solely on 
the steps their enterprise took in the recovery.  Many of the social entrepreneurs talked about 
the strategic response as an opportunity and a moment that granted their enterprise a level of 
 Antecedents 
•  Change in 
administration 
and economic 
downturn 
•  Budget cuts at 
national level  
Loss of 
Funding 
(Incident) 
•  Lost $400,000 
Federal grant 
•  Funding got 
zeroed out 
from national 
program 
Outcomes 
•  Emotional Response 
•  Hated the feeling that they were 
no longer able to do their work 
•  Was a galvinazing event that 
actually raised morale 
•  Strategic Response 
•  Made commitment to become 
less  grant dependent 
•  Moved some other funding 
around to make up for the 
shortfall  
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clarity to begin anew.  These were the moments that many of the social entrepreneurs used to 
increase earned revenue through new programs or services.  They also moved their enterprises 
further away from a philanthropic model of operating on donations or grant funding.  Another 
example from Art was that, following the loss of the $400,000 grant, he was able to figure out a 
new business model for his enterprise to avoid being placed in a similar position of losing 
funding in the future: “But after this very painful period . . . it was the first time that I was able 
to sink my teeth into a business model for the program, and in about 2005, we created a 
business model for what we do” (Art, personal communication, November 13, 2014).  
Critical area 6:  Obtaining funding.  The obtained funding area contained the 
antecedents, obtaining funds, and the impact of those funds (Figure 4.11). 
 
Figure 4.11.  Components of experience of obtaining funding. 
The social entrepreneurs did not discuss the emotional responses they or other 
individuals in their enterprise had to obtaining the funding, and thus, it was not included within 
this area.  The obtained funds came at a crucial time for most of the social entrepreneurs when 
they did not know if their enterprises would survive if funding was not obtained.  The social 
entrepreneurs mentioned that funding allowed them to expand into other areas of service and/or 
into additional locations around the country.  Many of them talked about the process of 
 Antecedents 
•  Knew someone 
connected to a local 
foundation looking 
for projects to fund 
•  Met program 
officer from major 
foundation 
Obtained Funding 
(Incident) 
•  Received intial 
funding to to 
provide training 
services 
•  Received $3 
million in funding 
Impact of Funding 
(Outcomes) 
•  Able to expand 
training services 
•  Able to expand 
operations and 
programmatic 
intiatives 
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obtaining the funding as being a surprise, one they were not even actively pursuing but rather 
came at just doing good work.   
Social entrepreneur Cole-Cates, who received a phone call from a major foundation that 
was interested in helping her enterprise expand to other regions, shared that in the months 
leading up to this phone call, her organization was working hard on achieving their mission and 
had not reached out to the foundation offering funding:   
 A few years into running Big Bounce and having it just be a local undertaking, I got 
this fantasy phone call from [a significant] Foundation, where one of the program 
officers had heard about our work and she reached out to me to see if I would be 
interested in engaging with them around scaling and really exploring what that would 
mean. So she had me put together sort of a plan for expanding to five regions outside of 
California. And it was honestly like winning the lottery; it was an extraordinary thing 
that’s happened. (Cole-Cates, personal communication, December 16, 2014) 
One of the social entrepreneurs stated to me that “success breeds success” and that in his 
enterprise they have been able to build on their successes; in the case of Cole-Cates, this was 
definitely true.  The obtained funds the social entrepreneurs talked about most often were used 
to build their enterprises’ internal capacities or infrastructure to create greater impacts around 
the social issues they were addressing.  They mentioned that it was novel to them that the 
grantor of the funding would allow for the monies to be spent in such a manner and not for 
direct services.  They believed this was due, at least in part, to the reputations and track records 
of their enterprises 
Critical area 7: Recalibration of enterprise.  The recalibrations of the social 
entrepreneurs’ enterprises were often a realignment, restructure, or refocusing of the core 
mission and operations in their work.  Its components were the antecedents, the experience of 
recalibrating, and the impact of the recalibration on the enterprise and on the social 
entrepreneur (Figure 4.12).  
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Figure 4.12.  Components of experience of recalibration of enterprise. 
The social entrepreneurs described this recalibration in terms such as “the quality was 
just not there” (Jim, personal communication, March 9, 2015), “we were just off mission” (Art, 
personal communication, November 13, 2014), and “why are we doing this?” (MLK, personal 
communication, December 1, 2014).  As earlier stated in Founding the Enterprise, the social 
enterprise’s mission is of great importance to the social entrepreneurs, and any deviation from it 
causes distress.  Through their enterprises’ growth and expansion, many of the social 
entrepreneurs shared that they felt their organization had moved away from its mission; they 
had reached a point in which they felt the quality of their products and or services were no 
longer as high as when they first started.  This quality issue was present in many of the 
antecedents that led to a need for the recalibration.  In Jim’s case, he specifically felt that his 
enterprise had reached a point where it had garnered a high level of exposure potentially at the 
cost of quality of service: 
 I think the most important [point] was when we realized that we were over-accentuating 
going broad instead of going deep. So we were focused on getting a lot of attention, 
Antecedent 
•  Working with 
one school for 
3 years on 
improvinging 
learning 
•  Realized the 
quality of the 
services 
provided by 
enterprise 
were not as 
high as desired 
Experience of 
Recalibration 
(Incident) 
•  Witnessd the 
progress unravel 
because of reasons 
beyond the scope 
and control of the 
enterprise 
•  Went through a 
strategic planning 
process to focus 
efforts on 
improving quality 
Outcomes 
•  Impact on Enterprise 
•  Refocused energies and 
resources into a project with 
with much more enterpise 
contol 
•  Decreased the number of people 
served to focus on the quality of 
service 
•  Impact on Entrepeneur 
•  Gained security in knowing they 
had more control over the 
progress made 
•  Greater satisfaction and 
confidence in services provided 
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getting a lot of interest and engagement at the expense of defining quality, setting high 
standards, and working to get people fully demonstrating or modeling what it is that we 
believe and know needs to occur in order for social change to happen. (Jim, personal 
communication, March 9, 2015) 
Both the entrepreneurs and their enterprises felt the impacts of the enterprises’ 
recalibration.  Through the process of recalibration, the enterprises were given an ability to 
refocus and to clarify their operations to more accurately meet their missions.  The social 
entrepreneurs were able to alleviate the level of cognitive dissonance they were experiencing by 
leading enterprises not on target with their mission.   
Critical area 8: Receiving recognition.  The social entrepreneurs’ recognition, along 
with the recognition of their enterprises, through the winning of awards and distinctions were 
very impactful to reaching their missions and goals.  The components to the Recognition area 
were the antecedents, the recognition, and the corresponding impacts on the social enterprise 
and entrepreneur (Figure 4.13).     
 
Figure 4.13. Components of experience of recognition. 
Social entrepreneurs mentioned that these recognitions furthered their mission by 
bringing greater awareness to their social issues, generating monetary contributions, and 
Antecedents 
•  Former board 
member thought 
social 
entrepreneurs 
should be 
nominated as a 
CNN Hero 
•  Applied for 
grant through 
Ashoka and did 
not recieve it 
Recognition 
(Incident) 
•  Became a 
CNN Top 
Ten Hero 
•  Became a 
U.S. 
Ashoka 
Fellow 
Outcomes 
•  Impact on Enterprise 
•  Provided funding support and greater 
awareness of issue 
•  Gave enterprise a solid legitamacy 
and new partners 
•  Impact on Entrepeneur 
•  Felt honored and allowed others to 
help enterprise  
•  The process alone had a huge impact 
because it helped hone the message 
and helped convince board of new 
course 
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forging new partnerships.  The antecedents of the recognition were in most cases a surprise and 
unsolicited, similar to when the enterprises obtained funding.  The recognitions themselves 
often had an application process that was quite extensive and which the social entrepreneurs 
completed after their nominations.  The screening process of the Ashoka Fellowship, for 
example, took many of the social entrepreneurs eight months to a year to complete: “I’m so 
grateful for Ashoka because Ashoka really helped me look at what I do differently” (MLK, 
personal communication, December 1, 2014). 
Critical area 9: Developing social entrepreneurial mindset.  The social 
entrepreneurial mindset became an area within the data as the social entrepreneurs described 
incidents with a novel positivity that is not easily found in many of the situations they 
experienced.  Since the mindset area did not contain a chronological set of steps like many of 
the other areas, there is a conceptual model below in the final chapter  where I discuss 
implications for leadership and change (Figure 5.1).  The mindset was developed and then 
reinforced through the establishment and operation of the social entrepreneurs’ social 
enterprises.  This atypical area is different as it contains aspects within an unacknowledged or 
unseen—but important—domain, which needed to be considered (Meek, 2003).  The social 
entrepreneurs’ commitment and grit are shown in the actions they took navigating difficult, or 
negative, events, while articulating their experiences with these events using positivistic words 
such as "creativity” and "innovation.”   
There were several obstacles I describe as hurdles because the enterprise and 
entrepreneur struggled with them, ultimately overcoming them.  There is also the response to 
these hurdles in the operation of social entrepreneurs’ enterprises and how they would make 
sacrifices, such as not taking a salary or not spending any time with their families.  These 
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sacrifices were described as compulsory negative side effects of reaching their goals.  In the 
case of Jackie, she had been so concerned with her enterprise’s mission that she had sacrificed 
many aspects of her life for its success: 
And then all of a sudden one day I went ‘oh shoot, I’m making a difference but I forgot 
to make a living.’ I wasn’t married anymore, I waived my salary a lot, I paid other 
people before me, I decreased my salary.  (Jackie, personal communication, December 
12, 2014) 
This chapter provided a description of the purposeful sample of the entrepreneurs’ social 
enterprises covering the various sectors, fields of work, target populations served, and locations 
around the United States.  In addition, the age ranges and genders of the social entrepreneurs in 
the study were discussed.  An overview of the nine critical areas identified in the study were 
introduced:  experiencing beneficial relationships, experiencing difficult relationships, founding 
of enterprise, leadership transition, experience of losing funding, experience of obtaining 
funding, recalibration of enterprise, recognition, and the social entrepreneurial mindset.  
Finally, a thorough analysis of these critical areas was examined.  In the discussion and 
implications for leadership and change chapter, I will discuss the study’s findings in greater 
detail, provide recommendations for future research, outline the implications for leadership and 
change, convey the study’s contributions to social entrepreneurship education, and finally, I 
will offer a self-reflection as the researcher. 
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Discussion and Implications for Leadership and Change 
As I write this chapter, I am pleased that the energy and excitement I took into this study 
has not diminished and in many ways has increased after conducting the research.  In fact, each 
interview served as a motivator for me not only to complete this study, but also to go out and 
create my own positive change in the world.  Learning about the social entrepreneurs’ 
experiences has motivated me to truly live out the words of Antioch College’s first president 
Horace Mann, who said, “Be ashamed to die before you have won some victory for mankind” 
(Antioch College, n.d.).  I set out to discover the critical events that take place in social 
entrepreneurs’ lives as they lead their enterprises.  During the course of this study, I had the 
extraordinary opportunity to interview some of the most impactful social entrepreneurs in the 
United States who are actively engaged in creating a better world.   
The social entrepreneurs I interviewed were all incredibly gracious, reflective, and 
authentic in sharing their stories and experiences.  Their experiences of incidents they identify 
as critical to leading their enterprises unfolded as elaborately detailed stories filled with 
commitment, grit, and positive change.  In this chapter the following sections will be addressed:  
a return to the literature with key critical area findings, the study’s contributions to social 
entrepreneurship education, the implications for leadership and change, a researcher reflection, 
the limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, and finally, the conclusion. 
Returning to the Literature With Key Critical Area Findings 
In this section, I will relate the identified key critical areas that emerged in my study to 
relevant literature.  For structure, these key critical areas will be examined in the probable order 
that a social entrepreneur might experience them through leading a social enterprise.  The first 
key critical area to be discussed is the social entrepreneurial mindset; it emerged from the 
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stories and experiences shared during the interviews.  The second critical area discussed in this 
section is the beneficial and difficult relationships with others that arose for the social 
entrepreneur and their social enterprise.  The third critical area that will be analyzed is the 
recalibration of the enterprise, which can be considered as the refocusing or resetting of the 
enterprise to better achieve its mission.  And lastly, the key critical area of leadership transition 
will be examined; it is the process of transition in the enterprise's leadership between the social 
entrepreneur and another individual(s).  I have identified these as key critical areas for further 
analysis based on the following reasons:  each emerged, through the analysis, as central to the 
study’s question; each had a significant impact on the social entrepreneur and/or the enterprise; 
they offered unique insights into the social entrepreneur’s perspective; and their distinct natures 
expanded understanding of the social entrepreneurial experience. 
Social entrepreneurial mindset.  The social entrepreneurial mindset emerged in the 
interview data as a specific way of thinking and processing the outside world.  It has a different 
quality from the other critical areas identified in that it is less action-oriented and more 
identity-oriented.  The social entrepreneurs embodied this mindset in the content of their 
stories, in their reactions to experiences, and in the manner they spoke.  Thus, the mindset was a 
prevalent theme emerging as the social entrepreneurs discussed incidents. Although the mindset 
itself does not represent a specific set of incidents, per se, it is incident-related; and, given the 
robust nature of the data in this theme, I decided to include it as a critical area.  The social 
entrepreneurs described the critical events and incidents as opportunities to reflect, refocus, or 
reexamine their own behaviors and actions.  Even when describing negative or difficult 
incidents, the social entrepreneurs did not waiver from this opportunity framework.   
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As mentioned in the findings chapter, the mindset was developed and then reinforced 
through the founding and operation of the social entrepreneurs’ enterprises.  This particular 
critical area was slightly different from the others, because it contained the previously 
unacknowledged or unseen aspects of domain.  In the interviews, the social entrepreneurs 
conveyed a level of eventuality that their solution would bring the change they desired in the 
world.  This inevitability is very different from optimism, as many of the social entrepreneurs 
shared that they have to constantly remember systemic change takes time. Social entrepreneur, 
Art, encapsulated this concept saying:   
It is an interesting sort of contradiction that I do recognize in my own personality, which 
is a willingness to work hard at something while also remaining very much in touch 
with the unlikeliness of success. . . .  It keeps it real for you and everybody else, and if 
you don’t keep it real, pretty soon you’re just in airy-fairy land where you’re not 
capable. You’re only seeing the vision, and you don’t see the reality anymore; and if 
you don’t see reality, that’s the day you’re really in trouble. (Art, personal 
communication, November 13, 2014) 
This ability to remain focused on a goal with the full awareness of its possible failure 
was evident in many of the social entrepreneurs.  This ability, I believe, serves as both the 
driving force and foundation of the social entrepreneurial mindset.  Jim Collins, in his book 
Good to Great (2001), referred to this ability as the “Stockdale Paradox” (p. 85), named after 
Admiral Jim Stockdale who was a prisoner of war during the Vietnam War.  Admiral Stockdale 
never lost faith that he would be released as a prisoner of war, but also faced the realities of his 
current situation.  
I refer to this perspective or ability as transformational grit, which I define as the drive 
and resolve to work towards a challenging goal without losing personal motivation during times 
of setback.  Through transformational grit, the social entrepreneurs were able to overcome 
near-insurmountable doubt without losing motivation to reach their goals.  It is their 
transformational grit that drives their strategic leadership decisions in their enterprise in order to 
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create social value.  It is this transformational grit as a part of the social entrepreneurial mindset 
that influenced the social entrepreneurs to take on a social change leadership style to leading 
their enterprises.  Social change leadership is the focus on multi-frame perspectives, power 
dynamics, and building the capacities to produce social change (Crosby & Bryson, 2005; 
Ospina & Foldy, 2005; Selsky & Smith, 1994).   
This study indicates a need for a greater research focus on the social change aspect 
within the leadership field.  This study also illuminated the fact that social entrepreneurs exhibit 
the social change model of leadership development in the operation of their enterprises.  The 
social change model of leadership development approach is considered a purposeful, 
collaborative, values-based process that results in positive social change (Komives & Wagner, 
2009, p. xiii). 
Along with the transformational grit, the social entrepreneurs also had the sense of 
responsibility to address an issue they encountered either with direct experience or through 
observation.  This sense of responsibility was found in many of the social entrepreneurs as they 
discussed their motivations for beginning their enterprises.  They used explanations like “I 
didn’t choose it [their social issue]; it chose me” (Kurt, personal communication, December 5, 
2014); “What else could I do? I couldn’t just walk away [from the social issue]” (Jackie, 
personal communication, December 12, 2014); and “I had to do something meaningful in this 
field” (Samuel, personal communication, December 29, 2014).   They felt that since they were 
aware of these social issues, it was now their responsibility to solve or improve them.   
There was also the sense of purpose that the social entrepreneurs gained from leading 
their enterprises.  Many of them shared that they could not imagine doing anything else and that 
this was their life’s work.  The sense of purpose—that they were doing the right thing—was a 
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continual motivation for the social entrepreneurs.  These senses of purpose and responsibility 
were so profound that oftentimes the social entrepreneurs would take great risks with their 
enterprises and/or even make significant self-sacrifices.  The feeling of the eventual success of 
their enterprise in its mission also fueled the taking of great risks.  In Jackie’s case, she was 
forced to short-sale her house at one point, because she had waived her own salary and paid 
others before herself:  
Really . . . my intention . . . was to get my feet back under myself, to get financially 
caught up, if you will. I don’t even know if I was expecting ahead, but caught up. Being 
able to take care of my kids, start having a savings plan for them . . . And then all of a 
sudden one day I went, “oh shoot, I’m making a difference but I forgot to make a 
living.” (Jackie, personal communication, December 12, 2014) 
Self-sacrifice was common among the social entrepreneurs, as many of them had given 
up much more than just money but also, time with their families, personal goals, which they 
placed behind their enterprises’ goals, and many other career opportunities.   
There were also hurdles that the social entrepreneur would encounter in the 
reinforcement of the social entrepreneurial mindset.  These hurdles were both at the individual 
level and at the enterprise level.  At the individual level, they experienced hurdles such as not 
having legitimacy in their field, frequently being misunderstood, and oftentimes not having the 
exact requisite education or background as others in their field; hurdles on the enterprise level 
included addressing the scope of the problems, developing new language around an issue, and 
gaining support from policymakers on the validity of their solution.  The social entrepreneurial 
mindset is a fluid process that flows from one component to the next because it is continually 
reinforced through the circular movement as forward progress is made (Figure 5.1).  In Figure 
5.1 there are examples, definitions, sources, and quotes offered to explain the various 
components of the model.   
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Figure 5.1.  Social entrepreneurial mindset development and reinforcement. 
The sense of purpose and sense of responsibility flow in and out of one another as the 
social entrepreneurs move forward with their transformational grit.  There are three quotes 
included in the model from social entrepreneurs that illustrate sense of purpose: “The solution is 
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bigger than any of us” (Kurt, personal communication, December 5, 2014); “I’d rather be doing 
this than anything else” (Art, personal communication, November 13, 2014); and “There’s a 
feeling of inevitability of achieving the solution” (Gene, personal communication, February 19, 
2015).  The sources of the sense of responsibility were also found in the model: personal lived 
experience, professional lived experience, and observed social issue.   
As the forward movement takes place, the social entrepreneur encounters hurdles on 
both the individual and enterprise level; often, they are taking place in concert with the 
risk-taking behavior and self-sacrifice of the entrepreneur.  Examples of individual-level 
hurdles are being an outsider to the given industry, being frequently misunderstood, and lacking 
experience or education in the given industry; examples of enterprise-level hurdles are the 
depth and complexity of the social issue or problem being addressed, the need for the creation 
of new language, processes and systems around social issues, and convincing policymakers of 
an enterprise’s solution.   
Since the process is cyclical and continually reinforcing the mindset, the sense of 
purpose and sense of responsibility circle back to the beginning.  The process, with one 
exception, is also contained within the development and reinforcement oval of the social 
entrepreneurship mindset, which serves as the boundary for the model represented in Figure 
5.1.  The transformational grit that is represented by the arrow running across the model is 
purposely extended beyond the oval to represent the forward movement and progress, which 
often takes place slightly outside of the known domain.  It is also important to note that these 
processes are not necessarily sequential and they can supersede one another at any time; 
however, in Figure 5.1, the processes are locked in this snapshot for illustrative purposes.   
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Relationships.  As mentioned in the previous chapter on my findings, the critical area 
of relationships emerged from the interviews in two distinct ways:  beneficial and difficult.  The 
ability for social entrepreneurs to create and manage their relationships is an imperative skill for 
them to master in order to be successful (Austin et al., 2006; Mair & Marti, 2006; Prabhu, 1999; 
J.A. Thompson et al., 2000; Zahra et al., 2009).  The ability to navigate, negotiate, and direct 
those relationships to benefit themselves and their enterprises is vital to prolonged growth and 
success. 
The social entrepreneurs described many of their interactions through a relational lens, 
describing not only the interactions, but also the quality of the relationships and their impact on 
the entrepreneur or enterprise.  The social entrepreneurs conveyed this relationship lens in all of 
the relationships discussed, including both the beneficial and difficult ones.  They referenced 
their dealings with co-workers or colleagues, employees, volunteers, and partners within a 
relationship construct.  Each interaction the social entrepreneurs reported on within this critical 
area was based first and foremost on a relationship.   
Social capital theory helps to explain how these important positive relationships fostered 
trust and goodwill in the mobilization of resources for the social enterprises (Adler & Kwon, 
2002; Knack & Keefer, 1997; Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998).  A definition for social capital that these 
beneficial relationships help reinforce was proposed by Robert Putnam’s (1995) influential 
article "Bowling Alone," in which he wrote, “social capital refers to features of social 
organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and 
cooperation for mutual benefit” (p. 2).  The mutual benefit for the social entrepreneurs and 
others was often the continued success of meeting the social enterprise's mission.  Authors 
Woolcock and Narayan (2000) suggested, “Social capital can be used to support or undermine 
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the public good” (p. 19).  In this study, social capital was used to further the entrepreneurs’ 
social enterprises and thus, advance the creation of social value.  Through social capital, the 
social entrepreneurs gained access to economic resources and increased their enterprise's profile 
and mission, in addition to gaining valuable credentials through their affiliations with other 
organizations (Portes, 2000).    
Experiencing beneficial relationships.  The beneficial relationships were spoken of 
with a level of admiration and gratitude that the social entrepreneurs expressed using 
descriptions such as “just the right guy” (Kurt, personal communication, December 5, 2014);  
“quite an accomplished person” (Grace, personal communication, November 26, 2014); “he 
was very well-connected” (Art, personal communication, November 13, 2014); and  “having a 
partner like her made all the difference” (Nadine, personal communication, December 22, 
2014).  In many of the cases, the social entrepreneurs had received an award, recognition, or 
even grant funding, in part, due to a beneficial relationship.  Grønbjerg, Martell, and Paarlberg 
(2000) explained that research suggests grantor-grantee relationships are often a more powerful 
determinant of the grant decision than the particulars of the proposal.  
This study supports this assertion that a positive relationship between the grantee (social 
entrepreneur) and grantor (foundation) has a positive correlation with funding procurement.  As 
in the case of Joanna, in which the relationship she created with a pair of donors resulted in the 
seed funding for her enterprise to begin operations:  
Certainly, they got us off the ground, and I don’t know what it would have taken to start 
without them. I think we probably could have done it, but it would have been a lot 
harder. So I think their impact was literally launching the enterprise. (Joanna, personal 
communication, January 27, 2015) 
This beneficial relationship began at an alumni function on Joanna’s college campus, where she 
gave a speech her about her mission to create her enterprise after graduation.  Two alumni in 
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the audience of that speech reached out to Joanna to gain more information on the potential 
enterprise and to see if they could assist with funding.  The two alumni then went on to become 
the enterprise’s first board members.  Joanna also shared that these two individuals set  
A super high bar for what it meant to both support our work and be a board member, 
and also holding me accountable to that high bar. . . . They left a legacy of really strong 
talent and high expectations and direct communication, a bunch of core values that have 
stuck with us over time because of who they were and because of the relationship that 
we had together.” (Joanna, personal communication, January 27, 2015) 
These types of stories on the formation and impact of beneficial relationships were 
common in the interviews.  The social entrepreneurs would often be involved in forming or 
building their enterprises and almost by fate would come into contact with an individual or 
organization that would ultimately become of great benefit to their enterprise or mission.  They 
discussed the formation and management of these beneficial relationships through the phrases 
of “give and take” (Kurt, personal communication, December 5, 2014) or “just do good work 
and opportunities present themselves” (Art, personal communication, November 13, 2014).  
Many of the social entrepreneurs were completely unaware that these relationships 
would end up yielding great benefits.  In fact, many of them specifically shared that they had no 
idea that this particular meeting or relationship would be the key to getting started, expanding, 
or lead to greater mission-driven impacts for their enterprise.  The social entrepreneurs seemed 
to be natural collaborators and very comfortable at building relationships.  Since social 
entrepreneurs often rely heavily on resources outside of the enterprise’s boundaries, they have 
to be adept at creating beneficial relationships (Austin et al., 2006; Mair & Marti, 2006). 
The connections any entrepreneur fosters as the result of their ability to build strong 
relationships are important.  In social enterprises where resources are often scarce, developing 
high-quality connections becomes vital.  These high-quality connections of the social enterprise 
are as important internally as they are externally.  Also, this study’s findings of the positive 
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impact beneficial relationships have on an enterprise supports the notion that connections have 
a fundamental value to an organization’s success (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003).  Whether the social 
entrepreneurs are indeed strategic in establishing these beneficial relationships, or they take a 
more organic or haphazard approach, the importance of these relationships is evident.   
Experiencing difficult relationships.  The social entrepreneurs also shared stories of 
their experiences with difficult relationships.  The difficult relationships were often formed in 
similar ways as the beneficial ones, but spoken of in very different terms.  The social 
entrepreneurs described these relationships using phrases such as “she kind of took over . . . I 
don’t ever want to go back there; it was horrible” (Grace, personal communication, November 
26, 2014);  and “we got nothing out of it” (MLK, personal communication, December 1, 2014).  
In many of the cases, the social entrepreneurs were searching for new employees or volunteers 
to carry out specific functions of the enterprises.  When the social entrepreneurs described the 
impacts of these difficult relationships on themselves and their enterprises, they often 
mentioned the emotional toll experienced on both fronts.  This emotional side was more 
prevalent in the experiences of difficult relationships.  In Jackie’s case, she felt betrayed when a 
partner organization severed ties with her enterprise after the organization had been trained on 
her model: 
They just felt [that] because it does cost a fee to affiliate [and] then an annual                 
fee  . . . now you’ve learned everything and you’re using our proprietary information 
and you’re getting our media and everything like that. And they just felt we don’t need 
that anymore . . . It almost felt like betrayal. (Jackie, personal communication, 
December 12, 2014) 
These difficult relationships were with a variety of individuals and entities ranging from 
employees and volunteers to foundations and partner organizations.  Some of the social 
entrepreneurs shared that they felt the relationships had turned difficult due to some action they 
themselves had or had not taken.  This was the case with Joanna when she did not take the 
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interpersonal conflict between two board members seriously, resulting in one of the board 
members stepping down.  Joanna felt that the former board member resigned because she had 
not adequately addressed the conflict, and that the former member likely had a negative feeling 
toward the enterprise.  In other cases, the social entrepreneur had little to do with the 
relationship becoming a difficult one and often felt it was just bad luck.  Interpersonal 
relationships within organizations are often very delicate; this is especially true in social 
enterprises where the boundaries and constructs are still emerging.  Social entrepreneurs have to 
effectively manage the complex and constantly evolving relationship between their enterprise 
and the outside world as they pursue their mission (Zahra et al., 2009).   
The lessons that the social entrepreneurs reported gaining from these difficult 
relationships seemed to be a positive result out of a negative situation.  When they shared their 
difficult relationship experiences, they also shared the learning that they were able to acquire as 
a result.  Even though the social entrepreneurs did not want to relive these experiences, they 
were, in part, thankful for the lessons they learned.  This was certainly true in Grace’s case 
when she had allowed a volunteer—who had lied about prior experience— put together her 
enterprise’s annual benefit event.  The volunteer turned out to have little event planning 
experience and caused significant issues for the enterprise: “I learned that I should have—or 
someone in our organization, but the responsibility was really with me—verified her 
relationship and previous experience . . . That’s not going to happen again” (Grace, personal 
communication, November 26, 2014 ). 
The lessons learned from these difficult relationships often revolved around taking 
different steps or behaving differently in the future.  Many of the difficult relationships formed 
without the social entrepreneur being aware of the potential problems, even in cases when it 
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was obvious in hindsight.  A greater level of self-awareness and strategy in developing 
relationships could be an effective way to avoid entering into difficult ones (Dutton & Heaphy, 
2003).   
In Dutton and Heaphy’s (2003) Dealing with Corrosive Connections, the authors 
suggest several strategies for dealing with difficult relationships:  “naming the problem”;  
“creating some sense of control”;  “bounding and buffering strategies”; buttressing and 
strengthening strategies”; and “targeting and transforming strategies” (p. 137).  The naming the 
problem strategy is the ability to identify the emotions felt and their source. Creating some 
sense of control is a strategy that carries out the setting of small goals to help recognize some 
sense of accomplishment.  The strategies of bounding and buffering help to consider ways to 
reduce interdependence and reliance on the other person.  Buttressing and strengthening 
strategies suggest considering ways to strengthen one’s own stock of resources and actively 
work to construct a positive self-image.  Lastly, the strategies of targeting and transforming 
help to treat the process of changing the relationship as a respectful negotiation (Dutton & 
Heaphy, 2003, p. 137).    
The social entrepreneurs in my study implemented many of these strategies.  For 
example, a number of the social entrepreneurs shared stories about an experience with a 
difficult relationship and how they were able to identify the cause and the emotions associated 
with that experience (naming the problem).  Even more social entrepreneurs in the study were 
very cognizant of the small goals they had made towards accomplishing large-scale change 
(creating some sense of control).  One social entrepreneur, Jackie, disclosed that she tended to 
keep her circle of colleagues small in order to avoid others from discouraging her ideas 
(bounding and buffering): 
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[The] kind of rules, if you will, that I defined after the whole thing: One is you keep 
your circle small. I don’t want to tell a lot of people because I just don’t want to hear 
from the naysayers or flaws around the system. (Jackie, personal communication, 
December 12, 2014) 
Recalibration of enterprise.  Many of the social entrepreneurs had reached a point in 
leading their enterprises while they were doubtful if the quality of their products or services was 
at a sufficient level.  This slip in quality often came as a side effect of the growth of the 
enterprise.  While scaling their enterprises’ operations, many of the social entrepreneurs 
experienced this incongruence between the quality desired and the quality delivered.  Others 
found this incongruence in other aspects of their enterprise and came to the realization that their 
mission would be better served by other methods.  Social entrepreneurs operating in 
competitive environments with other enterprises or individuals also experienced the 
aforementioned quality and methods issues. 
In some instances, the social entrepreneurs came to realize the need for a recalibration 
of quality and or differentiation through competition with another enterprise (Lumpkin, Moss, 
Gras, Kato, & Amezcua, 2013).  This was the case for Nadine, who was one of only two social 
entrepreneurs in the entire United States working in a specific sector; these two enterprises 
engaged in a bitter rivalry lasting more than 20 years.  Her rival just happened to be located in 
the same state, and the two constantly competed for resources and recognition: 
There’s been no one else that I’ve ever competed with as much. She was a very difficult 
woman. It’s not like she was this lovely person. She was really tough. But I got tough. 
It’s not like I was this wonderful person . . . I was pissed at her . . . Again, I was 
building, and I wouldn’t say it’s an empire like an Empire empire, but I was focused on 
building and we raised more money than anybody in this field. I mean we are the 
national experts in this. (Nadine, personal communication, December 12, 2014) 
The competition between Nadine and her rival fueled a desire to gain expertise in the 
field and to create a greater impact than the rival.  The competition served as an enduring 
catalyst to improve her enterprise’s research and services.  Although harmful at times, the 
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competitive spirit Nadine had with this one individual enabled her to focus on separating her 
work from the work of her rival.   
In the cases of recalibration, the social entrepreneurs saw it as an opportunity to pause 
and assess their enterprises’ functions, processes, products, and services.  The action component 
of the recalibration came in the form of realignment, restructure, or refocus on the enterprises’ 
mission and the methods in which it could best be served.  This opportunity for pause was 
something that the social entrepreneurs celebrated, and they described the process as often 
difficult for themselves and their enterprise, but always worth it.   
Leadership transition.  Many of the social entrepreneurs were contemplating their 
transition out of leading their enterprises.  Planning a social entrepreneur’s leadership transition 
is an important task for the overall success of the enterprise (Alvord et al., 2004).  Some of the 
social entrepreneurs were actively engaged in conversations with their upper-management 
teams and/or board of directors, on what the transition would look like for them and the 
enterprise.  Other social entrepreneurs were still in the early stages of considering their 
leadership transition and had not begun the conversations with anyone else.  These transitions 
were necessitated by a variety of factors for the social entrepreneurs, including other career 
aspirations, their realization that they were no longer the best person for the job, renewed 
excitement in another aspect of the field, and retirement.  In the case of Bo, his enterprise had 
reached the point where it was built and running smoothly, and he felt his talents would better 
placed addressing another issue:  “It may be more appropriate for somebody whose skillset is to 
take something that’s already working, scale, expand and make it more efficient, and for 
somebody like me to go find another problem to solve” (Bo, personal communication, 
December 9. 2014). 
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The social entrepreneurs spoke of their transitions as a natural aspect of their work and 
enterprise.  They expressed gratitude for having the wherewithal to realize that their transition 
was necessary in order for the enterprise to continue its operations effectively.  When sharing 
their thoughts around their leadership transition they used phrases such as “I’m just happy I 
realize it's coming . . . I am a great builder, but now it’s built and I am not a great 
keep-it-running guy” (Bo, personal communication, December 9, 2014); and “I’m tired and 
now I just want to be generative” (Nadine, personal communication, December 22, 2014).  It 
was very important that their transition away from the leadership of their enterprise was as 
smooth as possible so as not to disrupt operations.  They expressed how capable their staffs 
were in running the enterprise, and they just did not want to cause any problems.  For example, 
in MLK’s case, he wanted to become a college president prior to the founding of his enterprise; 
now, after 13 years, he is beginning to plan his leadership transition:  
Even to this day I still want to do a college presidency because it’s the only thing I 
haven’t done in my career. So, I do want to check that off the list before the sun             
sets . . . I do want to see the organization flourish beyond me. I don’t have any problem 
with that because I do want to do a presidency at some point before it’s all over with. 
(MLK, personal communication, December 1, 2014) 
There were mixed emotions around the subject of transition that the social entrepreneurs 
shared as some spoke of relief, while others spoke of loss.  Many of the social entrepreneurs 
had been engaged in leading their enterprise for more than 10 years, and this transition would 
be a huge change in their lives.  As mentioned earlier, one social entrepreneur had already 
completed her transition, and she shared how difficult the entire process was for her and the 
enterprise.  Jackie had reached a point in her life where she needed to step away for a while 
from leading her enterprise to get her finances in order:  
I would say the toughest part . . . is the transition, when it’s time to move on . . . But I 
finally said ‘I really feel I need to go make a living, and I do feel that we need 
somebody to come in and run the business alongside my passion, take care of debt, be 
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objective and everything like that.’ And that was very difficult because I know 
successors, especially in cause-related, social entrepreneurial ventures, don’t realize 
your blood, sweat and tears, your baby. (Jackie, personal communication, December 12, 
2014) 
The leadership transition from the social entrepreneur to another person in an enterprise 
is a delicate process that requires open and honest conversations and planning.  The social 
entrepreneurs in this study were well-aware of the magnitude of their transitions and many were 
approaching these conversations carefully.  Agrawal and Hockerts (2013) wrote,  
when the leader of any social enterprise departs, the tension of succession can have a 
strong impact on the scalability, survivability or viability of the enterprise; practitioners 
can reflect on the institutional memory framework to understand de-coupling of the 
organization from its founders. (p. 127)   
This was true in Jackie’s case when she spoke of the difficult process she and her 
enterprise went through as she transitioned out of leadership. 
Contributions to Social Entrepreneurship Education 
This study’s contribution toward the advancement of social entrepreneurship education 
stems primarily from the perspectives gained from the social entrepreneurs themselves.  Social 
entrepreneurs have a profound impact on society, yet their experiences and functions have gone 
poorly understood (Bornstein, 2007).  This study offers insights into the experiences and 
functions that social entrepreneurs carryout in leading their enterprises.  The findings of this 
study, specifically the incidents social entrepreneurs identify as critical to leading their 
enterprises, can be used to inform social entrepreneurship education and course content.  “With 
any new field of study, faculty who develop courses in the new area spend countless hours 
learning about the field, developing new course models, and creating course content” (Brock & 
Ashoka Global Academy for Social Entrepreneurship, 2008, p. 19).   
This study uncovers the critical incidents as mentioned in findings chapter that social 
entrepreneurs have to contend with in the course of leading a social enterprise.  Now 
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identified, these critical incidents can be utilized to inform course content and other 
professional development for current and potential social entrepreneurs.  For example, the 
knowledge gained about the importance of fostering beneficial relationships, while also 
avoiding difficult relationships, can inform how social entrepreneurs are taught to distinguish 
between the two relationship types in the early stages of development.  Another example is the 
insights from the social entrepreneurs’ experiences on their own and their colleagues’ 
reactions to losing and obtaining funding; the corresponding outcomes of those two incidents 
could help prepare social entrepreneurs for those experiences.  Current and potential social 
entrepreneurs will have a greater understanding of typical social entrepreneurial-related events 
and some knowledge of how to effectively navigate their enterprises.  Through the knowledge 
that relationships play a key function in the success of a social enterprise in terms of procuring 
grants, motivating employees, and resolving conflict, a curriculum could then be developed to 
focus on how to create and manage healthy relationships and how to navigate difficult ones. 
The social entrepreneurial mindset development and reinforcement model provides an 
understanding of how social entrepreneurs are inspired and how they gain motivation, while 
remaining focused on their mission. This information is useful for the creation of lessons that 
develop internal capacities for social change leadership within social entrepreneurs.  Knowing 
how a social entrepreneurial mindset is developed and reinforced offers valuable data that can 
be used to create nuanced lessons focused on building enduring capacities of thinking in 
specific ways, gaining perspectives, and dealing with setbacks.  In each of the critical incident 
areas, there is a direct application to advancing social entrepreneurship education.    
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Implications for Leadership and Change 
The implications of this study on leadership and change are numerous.  Social 
entrepreneurship is, as referenced in the introduction and literature review chapters, in many 
ways an exercise in leading change, because social entrepreneurs lead their enterprises to 
bring about positive societal changes.  This study examined several specific critical areas that 
social entrepreneurs experienced in operating their enterprises in order to gain a better 
understanding of leading social enterprises.  Gaining the social entrepreneurs’ perspectives on 
these critical incidents is very important to informing the methods and pedagogies used to 
teach current and potential social entrepreneurs.  The more we know about these important 
experiences from the perspectives of the actual leaders who experienced them, the better we 
can prepare future social entrepreneurs.   
The social entrepreneurial mindset model, for example, could be used to help current 
and potential social entrepreneurs reflect on and understand their own identity development.  
The increased consciousness that would be gained as a result of reflection could provide social 
entrepreneurs with valuable insights into their own thoughts and behaviors.  Fincher (2009) 
wrote, “Consciousness of self refers to people’s awareness of their personality traits, values, 
and strengths, as well as their ability to be self-observers who are mindful of their actions, 
feelings, and beliefs” (p. 300).  As mentioned in the previous section, relationships play an 
integral part of success for social enterprises; any tool social entrepreneurs can use to increase 
their own knowledge of self would be a benefit.  “Knowing yourself makes you more 
effective in working with others.  It gives you insight into how your behavior affects them 
positively or negatively” (Lee & King, 2001, p. 72). 
94 
 
 
The value of relational leadership is demonstrated through this study as many of the 
social entrepreneurs used this form of leadership in their enterprises.  Relational leadership is 
a form of coordination of others through a process of social influence (Uhl-Bien, 2006).  This 
study supports the understanding that relational leadership is a process of social influence 
through the examples of the key critical areas of beneficial relationships and leadership 
transition.  The extent to which relational leadership can be explained in this study is by the 
mutuality of a social entrepreneur’s and employees’ goals and mission.  It was through the 
experiences the social entrepreneurs shared that a relational leadership style was modeled.  
Their reactions to these experiences, especially what could be considered the negative ones, 
were often focused on the value and importance of their colleagues and the relational aspects 
of each event.   
The social entrepreneurs also reported that their staffs had the same level of 
commitment and drive to achieve the enterprise's goals.  They spoke of their staffs as equal 
partners doing the “good work” of their enterprise.  One particular social entrepreneur, Kurt, 
spoke of his staff as a team of incredibly talented individuals who could be making a lot more 
money working elsewhere: 
I’m surrounded every day by a team of people who could be off making way more 
money in way more secure positions. And it’s because of the idea; it’s because they, too, 
are convinced it’s going to happen. And because they sense this opportunity to be 
involved in something that’s way bigger than any one of us and even all of us 
collectively. (Kurt, personal communication, December 5, 2014) 
It is through this view that the social entrepreneurs indicated that they were, in concert 
with their staffs, on a mission to create social value through change.  The other key critical area 
that corresponds with relational leadership is leadership transition.  Many of the social 
entrepreneurs were very concerned at what their transition from leadership would mean not 
only for themselves but also for their enterprises.  They shared that they desired to have their 
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enterprises and their colleagues succeed after their departures.  Their concern was not only for 
their enterprises but also for their colleagues, which indicated a genuine ethic of care within 
their leadership.    
The social entrepreneurs in this study also, embodied social change leadership and the 
eight interrelated key leadership capabilities necessary for change agents highlighted in 
Crosby and Bryson’s (2005) Leadership for the Common Good (see Table 5.1).  These eight 
interrelated key leadership capabilities are: leadership in context, personal, team, 
organizational, visionary, political, ethical leadership, and policy leadership (Crosby & 
Bryson, 2005).   
Table 5.1   
Definition of Eight Interrelated Key Leadership Capabilities Necessary for Change Agents 
Eight Interrelated 
Key Leadership 
Capabilities Definition 
Leadership in 
context 
Understanding the social, political, economic, and technological 
givens as well as potentialities 
Personal Leadership Understanding and deploying personal assets on behalf of 
beneficial change 
Team Leadership Building effective work groups 
Organizational 
Leadership 
Nurturing humane and effective organizations 
Visionary 
Leadership 
Creating and communicating shared meaning in forums 
Political Leadership Making and implementing decisions in legislative, executive, and 
administrative arenas 
Ethical Leadership Sanctioning conduct and adjudicating disputes in courts 
Policy Leadership Coordinating leadership tasks over the course of a policy change 
cycle 
Note. Tabulated from Crosby and Bryson (2005, pp. 34–35).  
Each of the social entrepreneurs in this study excelled to varying degrees in a number of 
these capabilities.  Some of the social entrepreneurs were particularly strong in understanding 
the leadership in context capability by understanding the environments and issues their 
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enterprise addressed and operated within.  Other social entrepreneurs, gifted in the personal, 
team and organizational leadership capabilities, have, with virtually the same staff, operated 
their enterprises and achieved their missions for more than 20 years.  Visionary leadership was 
a capability that was very much established in all of the social entrepreneurs, as they were able 
to set a course for their enterprises to reach challenging goals.   
Political leadership was exhibited in the social entrepreneurs’ ability to navigate the 
political systems that surrounded the social issues their enterprises aimed to solve.  In many of 
the cases, the social entrepreneurs led their enterprises through multiple systems and   
structures—governmental agencies, various funding bodies, local and national foundations, 
educational institutions, national non-profit organizations, corporations—in attempting to 
create social value.  Ethical and Policy leadership capabilities were found in the social 
entrepreneurs' abilities in creating and upholding their enterprise's mission through funding 
and policy changes.  The social entrepreneurs discussed keeping their enterprise on the correct 
path and not swaying too far from their missions.  These capabilities were all found to varying 
degrees in each of the social entrepreneurs.  This study supports the position of Crosby and 
Bryson (2005) that effective change agents have these eight capabilities. 
The true calling of leadership is twofold:  first, it is to bring about positive social 
change or progress; and second, it is to create additional leaders.  This generative process is 
what enables large systematic change that will invariably move our society forward.  This 
study specifically examined the critical experiences that leaders encounter in creating change.  
In many ways, this study was a study on leading change.    
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Researcher Reflection 
As a researcher, this study was amazingly motivational.  The discussions that I 
participated in and stories that I was told throughout the interview process were absolutely 
remarkable.  I am fortunate to have had this opportunity to examine the experiences of such 
inspirational change makers.  This is, of course, not to say that any of the social entrepreneurs 
behaved or spoke of themselves during their interviews with such grandeur. Very early on, I 
realized that although these social entrepreneurs were engaged in very important work, they 
were just people doing their jobs.   
During the course of the interviews, I was very careful to try not to influence the social 
entrepreneurs to share specific experiences or tell specific stories.  Even though I conducted 
background research on each of the social entrepreneurs and their enterprises prior to our 
interviews per the CIT method, I always asked each of the social entrepreneurs to share as 
much of this information as they wanted.  I also sought to seek understanding from their 
perspective of each experience and not from assumptions that I had at the start of the study.  
My hope was that these self-regulating behaviors allowed the social entrepreneurs to share 
their experiences and emotions in an honest and transparent manner.  I believe this was the 
key to uncovering such rich data from the social entrepreneurs:  they did not seem to hesitate 
in telling their stories even when the stories were quite personal.   
To examine the life experiences of another person is to truly honor their journey and 
place in this world.  I am thankful to have been able to honor these incredible social 
entrepreneurs through this research. 
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Limitations of the Study 
There are a number of limitations to this study. The focus of the study is on social 
entrepreneurs all  based in the United States and implemented through the utilization of U.S. 
Ashoka Fellows as participants.  There are a number of limitations to this study. The focus of 
the study is on social entrepreneurs all  based in the United States and implemented through 
the utilization of U.S. Ashoka Fellows as participants.  Social enterprises have been developed 
in many other countries, notably in Bangladesh (Hackett, 2010) and the far east of Asia 
(Defourny & Kim, 2011) where political, economic and cultural circumstances are vastly 
different from the West. My study sought primarily to generate an understanding of social 
entrepreneurs based in the United States, and thus, may have limited application to social 
entrepreneurs based in other countries. And, yet, while a study such as I have presented here, 
done internationally, would be expected to yield distinct changes in key themes, the approach 
could be adapted to yield important comparative understanding of differences and, also, 
similarities.  
Through utilizing this purposeful sample of successful social entrepreneurs, another 
possible limitation may have been the exclusion of critical incidents that moved the 
entrepreneur away from leading a social enterprise  
Recommendations for Future Research  
This study focused on social entrepreneurs who were U.S. Ashoka Fellows and who 
had been leading their enterprises for at least one year.  Future research regarding the critical 
incidents that social entrepreneurs experience in the operation of their enterprises could be 
conducted on a sample outside of the United States.  There may be an international influence 
on the critical incidents experienced that this study could not have examined.  Future 
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researchers may also want to consider limiting their sample to a specific age range, gender, 
ethnicity, or race.  It is also advisable for future studies to explore critical incidents 
experienced using a non-Ashoka Fellow pool of participants. 
Along with changing the sample, future researchers interested in the experiences of 
social entrepreneurs could focus on a specific timeframe in the life of their enterprise.  As the 
critical incidents identified by social entrepreneurs may change if the study is focused on a 
specific point in the enterprise’s life cycle.  This study examined the critical incidents 
identified by the social entrepreneurs without any parameters in type, scope, size, time frame, 
reaction, or outcome.  Future research could also be conducted on how the social 
entrepreneur’s mindset influences others within the enterprise and fosters its values.  Social 
value creation was an overarching goal for most of the social entrepreneurs in leading their 
enterprises; however, I recommend future research be conducted specifically on the creation 
of social value through change management processes and social change leadership.   
I encourage future researchers in the field of social entrepreneurship to consider 
utilizing CIT as their methodology.  While the qualitative methodology requires a skilled 
interviewer who can manage the participant, the richness of the data found through the 
interviews is clear.     
Conclusion 
I began this study to examine and understand the most critical experiences social 
entrepreneurs’ have in leading their enterprises.  This research journey has expanded my 
understanding of social entrepreneurs, social enterprises, strategic leadership, social change 
leadership, and social value creation.  I move on from this research having gained insights into 
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the social entrepreneurial mindset needed to create lasting change through social 
entrepreneurship. 
In addition to what I have learned about social entrepreneurship, I have developed a 
deeper reverence for the role social entrepreneurs play in creating positive change.  As has 
been noted in this dissertation, social entrepreneurship has existed for thousands of years; 
however, as a discipline, we are still learning to educate students on the subject.  This study 
advances that learning by uncovering several critical areas that social entrepreneurs contend 
with in leading their social enterprises. 
Finally, as the number of social issues around the world increases, the need for 
well-prepared social entrepreneurs to improve and solve those issues also increases.  Social 
entrepreneurs with courage may very well succeed in bringing sustainable social change 
where others have previously failed.  “The courage involved in social change is great, and the 
willingness to take a leap of faith toward a novel idea or a different tactic requires a comfort 
with ambiguity, transition, and even discomfort” (Cilente, 2009, p. 53). The journey is often 
unpredictable, as the social entrepreneur Art reflectively encapsulated his experience of 
leading a social enterprise for more than 20 years through these words: 
When I look back on it all, like that’s where I can say: okay, it’s definitely not a failure.  
It’s not what I thought it would be in many ways, and it had some weird twists and turns 
along the way, but I can definitely say that we have made a difference and we have built 
an economically viable organization. (Art, personal communication, November 13, 
2014)   
The stories that were shared and are contained in this dissertation are filled with 
courage in the face of seemingly insurmountable ambiguity and discomfort.  It is these stories 
that have shed light on the amazing highs and lows of working toward sustainable social 
change from within a social enterprise. My greatest hope is that this work provides even just 
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one person the motivation to get started or continue their journey in creating positive social 
change. 
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Appendix A: Chronology of Definitions of Social Entrepreneurship 
This compilation of definitions is arranged chronologically and, within years, 
alphabetically by author.   
Author(s) Year Definition Source Dimension(s) 
Leadbeater 1997 The use of entrepreneurial behavior 
for social ends rather than for profit 
objectives, or alternatively, that the 
profits generated from market 
activities are used for the benefit of a 
specific disadvantaged group. 
Book Process 
Fowler 2000 Social entrepreneurship is the creation 
of viable socio-economic structures, 
relations, institutions, organizations 
and practices that yield and sustain 
social benefits. 
Journal Organization, 
Process 
J.A.Thompson 
et al., Alvy, and 
Lees 
2000 Social entrepreneurship is a form of 
business entrepreneurship as the traits 
and behaviors of successful social 
entrepreneurs closely mirror 
characteristics of successful business 
entrepreneurs, but require an extra 
dose of visionary ideas, leadership 
skills, and a commitment to helping 
others. 
 
Journal Individual(s) 
Boschee 2001 Social entrepreneurship is the 
generation of earned income by 
ventures in the pursuit of social 
outcomes. 
Journal Process 
Dees 2001 Social entrepreneurship is the process 
of pursuing innovative solutions to 
social problems. More specifically, 
social entrepreneurs adopt a mission to 
create and sustain social value. They 
draw upon appropriate thinking in 
both the business and nonprofit worlds 
and operate in a variety of 
organizations: large and small; new 
and old; religious and secular; 
nonprofit, for-profit, and hybrid. 
 
Book Individual(s), 
Organization, 
Process 
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Drayton 2002 [Describes social entrepreneurship in 
terms of] social entrepreneurs have the 
same core temperament as their 
industry-creating, business 
entrepreneur peers but instead use 
their talents to solve social problems 
on a society-wide scale.  In addition, 
there are also five essential ingredients 
for a social entrepreneur: a powerful, 
new, system change idea; creativity; 
potential for widespread impact; 
entrepreneurial quality and strong 
ethical fiber. 
 
Journal Individual(s) 
Frumkin 2002 Social entrepreneurship is a 
combination of the supply-side 
orientation and the instrumental 
rational, providing “a vehicle for 
entrepreneurship” that “creates social 
enterprises that combine commercial 
and charitable goals.” 
 
Book Organization, 
Process 
Johnson 2002 Social entrepreneurship is emerging as 
an innovative approach for dealing 
with complex social needs. With its 
emphasis on problem solving and 
social innovation, socially 
entrepreneurial activities blur the 
traditional boundaries between the 
public, private and non-profit sector 
and emphasize hybrid model of for-
profit and non-profit activities. 
 
Report Organization, 
Process 
Lasprogata and 
Cotten 
2003 Social entrepreneurship means 
nonprofit organizations that apply 
entrepreneurial strategies to sustain 
themselves financially while having a 
greater impact on their social mission 
(i.e., the “double bottom line”). 
 
Journal Organization, 
Process 
MacMillan 2003 Process whereby the creation of new 
business enterprise leads to social 
wealth enhancement so that both 
society and the entrepreneur benefit. 
 
Report Individual(s), 
Process 
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Sullivan-Mort et 
al. 
2003 Social entrepreneurship is a 
multidimensional construct involving 
the expression of entrepreneurially 
virtuous behavior to achieve the social 
mission, a coherent unity of purpose 
and action in the face of moral 
complexity, the ability to recognize 
social value-creating opportunities and 
key decision-making characteristics of 
innovativeness, proactiveness and 
risk-taking. 
 
Journal Individual(s), 
Organization, 
Process 
Alvord et al. 2004 Social entrepreneurship creates 
innovative solutions to immediate 
social problems and mobilizes the 
ideas, capacities, resources, and social 
arrangements required for sustainable 
social transformations. 
 
Journal Process 
Barendsen and 
Gardner 
2004 [Process by which] Individuals who 
adopt entrepreneurial strategies to 
tackle social issues.  They also 
postulate that social entrepreneurship 
is not a new phenomenon and rather 
just a new name and description of the 
earlier stated process. 
 
Journal Individual(s) 
Dart 2004 Differs from the traditional 
understanding of the nonprofit 
organization in terms of strategy, 
structure, norms, [and] values, and 
represents a radical innovation in the 
nonprofit sector. 
 
Journal Organization, 
Process 
Mair and Marti 2004 A process consisting in the innovative 
use and combination of resources to 
explore and exploit opportunities that 
aims at catalyzing social change by 
catering to basic human needs in a 
sustainable manner. 
Report Process 
Shaw 2004 The work of community, voluntary 
and public organizations as well as 
private firms working for social rather 
than only profit objectives. 
 
Journal Organization 
Fuqua School 
(as cited in 
Zahra et al., 
2009, p.521) 
2005
. 
The art of simultaneously pursuing 
both a financial and a social return on 
investment (the “double” bottom line). 
 
Website Process 
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Light 2005 Social entrepreneurship is an 
individual, group, network, 
organization, or alliance of 
organizations that seek large-scale 
change through pattern-breaking ideas 
about how governments, nonprofits, 
and businesses can address significant 
social processes. 
 
Conference 
Paper 
Environment, 
Organization, 
Process 
NYU Stern (as 
cited in  Zahra 
et al., 2009, 
p.521).  
2005
. 
The process of using entrepreneurial 
and business skills to create innovative 
approaches to social problems. “These 
non-profit and for profit ventures 
pursue the double bottom line of social 
impact and financial self-sustainability 
or profitability.” 
 
Website Organization, 
Process 
Roberts and 
Woods 
2005 Social entrepreneurship is the 
construction, evaluation, and pursuit 
of opportunities for transformative 
social change carried out by visionary, 
passionately dedicated individuals. 
Journal Individual(s), 
Process 
Saïd Business 
School (as cited 
in Zahra et al., 
2009, p.521). 
2005 Social entrepreneurship may be 
defined as a professional, innovative, 
and sustainable approach to systemic 
change that resolves social market 
failures and grasps opportunities. 
Website Environment, 
Organization, 
Process 
Schwab 
Foundation 
2005 Applying practical, innovative and 
sustainable approaches to benefit 
society in general, with an emphasis 
on those who are marginalized and 
poor. 
 
Website Environment, 
Process 
Seelos and Mair 2005 Social entrepreneurship creates new 
models for the provision of products 
and services that cater directly to basic 
human needs that remain unsatisfied 
by current economic or social 
institutions. 
 
Journal Environment, 
Process 
Tan, Williams, 
and Tan 
2005 Making profits by innovation in the 
face of risk with the involvement of a 
segment of society and where all or 
part of the benefits accrue to that same 
segment of society. 
 
Journal Environment, 
Process 
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Austin et al. 2006 Social entrepreneurship is an 
innovative, social value-creating 
activity that can occur within or across 
the non-profit, businesses or 
government sectors. 
 
Journal Environment, 
Organization, 
Process 
Cho 2006 A set of institutional practices 
combining the pursuit of financial 
objectives with the pursuit and 
promotion of substantive and terminal 
values. 
Book Process 
Harding 2006 Social entrepreneurship is any attempt 
at new social enterprise activity or new 
enterprise creation, such as self-
employment, a new enterprise, or the 
expansion of an existing social 
enterprise by an individual, teams of 
individuals or established social 
enterprise, with social or community 
goals as its base and where the profit 
is invested in the activity or venture 
itself rather than returned to investors. 
 
Report Organization, 
Process 
Mair and Marti 2006 First, we view social entrepreneurship 
as a process of creating value by 
combining resources in new ways.  
Second, these resource combinations 
are intended primarily to explore and 
exploit opportunities to create social 
value by stimulating social change or 
meeting social needs.  And third, when 
viewed as a process, social 
entrepreneurship involves the offering 
of services and products but can also 
refer to the creation of new 
organizations. 
 
Journal Organization, 
Process 
Mair & Noboa 2006 We deﬁne social entrepreneurship as 
the innovative use of resource 
combinations to pursue opportunities 
aiming at the creation of organizations 
and/or practices that yield and sustain 
social beneﬁts. 
 
Book Organization, 
Process 
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Nicholls 2006 Social entrepreneurship entails 
innovations designed to explicitly 
improve societal well-being, housed 
within entrepreneurial organizations, 
which initiate, guide or contribute to 
change in society. 
 
Book Environment, 
Organization, 
Process 
Peredo and 
McLean 
2006 Social entrepreneurship is exercised 
where some person or persons aim 
either exclusively or in some 
prominent way to create social value 
of some kind, and pursue that goal 
through some combination of (1) 
recognising [sic] and exploiting 
opportunities to create this value, (2) 
employing innovation, (3) tolerating 
risk and (4) brushing aside limitations 
in available resources. 
 
Journal Individual(s), 
Process 
Perrini and 
Vurro 
2006 We define SE as a dynamic process 
created and managed by an individual 
or team (the innovative social 
entrepreneur), which strives to exploit 
social innovation with an 
entrepreneurial mindset and a strong 
need for achievement, in order to 
create new social value in the market 
and community at large. 
 
Book Environment, 
Individual(s), 
Process 
Robinson 2006 Social entrepreneurship is a process 
that includes: the identification of a 
specific social problem and a specific 
solution . . . to address it; the 
evaluation of the social impact, the 
business model and the sustainability 
of the venture; and the creation of a 
social mission-oriented for-profit or a 
business-oriented nonprofit entity that 
pursues the double (or triple) bottom 
line. 
 
 
Book Environment, 
Organization, 
Process 
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Stryjan 2006 The constitution of the actors that 
engage in the pursuit, the nature of 
resources mobilized, and the practices 
pursued over time in extracting them. 
Social entrepreneurship is viewed as a 
category of entrepreneurship that 
primarily: 1.Is engaged in by 
collective actors, 2. Involves, in a 
central role in the undertaking’s 
resource mix, socially embedded 
resources and their conversion into 
(market-) convertible resources, and 
vice versa. 
 
Journal Individual(s), 
Process 
Weerawardena 
and Sullivan-
Mort 
2006 Social entrepreneurship is a bounded 
multidimensional construct that is 
deeply rooted in an organization’s 
social mission, its drive for 
sustainability and highly influenced 
and shaped by the environmental 
dynamics.  Opportunity recognition is 
embedded in these three dimensions.  
Social entrepreneurship strives to 
achieve social value creation and this 
requires the display of innovativeness, 
proactiveness and risk management 
behaviour. 
 
Journal Organization, 
Process 
Cochran 2007 Social entrepreneurship is the process 
of applying the principles of business 
and entrepreneurship to social 
problems. 
 
Journal Process 
Haugh 2007 Social entrepreneurship is the 
simultaneous pursuit of economic, 
social, and environmental goals by 
enterprising ventures. 
 
Journal Organization, 
Process 
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Martin and 
Osberg 
2007 We define social entrepreneurship as 
having the following three 
components: (1) identifying a stable 
but inherently unjust equilibrium that 
causes the exclusion, marginalization, 
or suffering of a segment of humanity 
that lacks the financial means or 
political clout to achieve any 
transformative benefit on its own; (2) 
identifying an opportunity in this 
unjust equilibrium, developing a social 
value proposition, and bringing to bear 
inspiration, creativity, direct action, 
courage, and fortitude, thereby 
challenging the stable state’s 
hegemony; and (3) forging a new, 
stable equilibrium that releases 
trapped potential or alleviates the 
suffering of the targeted group, and 
through imitation and the creation of a 
stable ecosystem around the new 
equilibrium ensuring a better future for 
the targeted group and even society at 
large. 
 
Journal Environment, 
Process,  
Tracey and 
Jarvis 
2007 The notion of trading for a social 
purpose is at the core of social 
entrepreneurship, requiring that social 
entrepreneurs identify and exploit 
market opportunities, and assemble the 
necessary resources, in order to 
develop products and/or services that 
allow them to generate 
“entrepreneurial profit” for a given 
social project. 
 
Journal Environment, 
Individual(s), 
Process 
Yunus 2007 Any innovative initiative to help 
people may be described as social 
entrepreneurship. The initiative may 
be economic or non-economic, for-
profit or not-for-profit. 
 
Book Organization, 
Process 
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Short et al. 2009 The distinctiveness of social 
entrepreneurship lies in using practices 
and processes that are unique to 
entrepreneurship to achieve aims that 
are distinctly social, regardless of the 
presence or absence of a profit motive. 
 
Journal Process 
Zahra et al. 2009 Social entrepreneurship encompasses 
the activities and processes undertaken 
to discover, define, and exploit 
opportunities in order to enhance 
social wealth by creating new ventures 
or managing existing organizations in 
an innovative manner. 
 
Journal Process 
   
 
  
   
 
  
Bornstein and 
Davis 
2010 Social entrepreneurship is a process by 
which citizens build or transform 
institutions to advance solutions to 
social problems, such as poverty, 
illness, illiteracy, environmental 
destruction, human rights abuses, and 
corruption, in order to make life better 
for many. 
 
Book Individual(s), 
Process 
Chell et al. 2010 [Process by which] Entrepreneurs 
(both social and economic) 
consciously garner alienable resources 
(e.g. through networking and other 
processes) and use their personal or 
human capital in order to achieve their 
espoused mission of wealth and social 
value creation. 
 
Journal Process  
Abu-Saifan 2012 [Key factors that are vital to social 
entrepreneurship are] the social 
entrepreneur who uses a set of 
entrepreneurial behaviours to deliver a 
social value to the less privileged, all 
through an entrepreneurially oriented 
Journal Individual(s), 
Organization, 
Process 
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entity that is financially independent, 
self-sufficient, or sustainable. 
Santos 2012 Social entrepreneurship is a 
complementary approach that is based 
on value creation and operates by its 
own rules and logic.  Yet, it is an 
approach that seems able to address 
some of the most pressing problems in 
modern society. 
Journal Environment, 
Process,  
Skoll Center for 
Social 
Entrepreneurship 
2014 The practice of combining innovation, 
resourcefulness and opportunity to 
address critical social and 
environmental challenges. 
 
Website Process 
Canadian 
Centre for 
Social 
Entrepreneurship 
n.d. Social entrepreneurship falls into two 
categories.  First, in the for-profit 
sector it encompasses activities 
emphasizing the importance of a 
socially-engaged private sector and the 
benefits that accrue to those who do 
well by doing good.  Second, it refers 
to activities encouraging more 
entrepreneurial approaches in the 
nonprofit sector in order to increase 
organizational effectiveness and foster 
long-term sustainability. 
 
Website Organization, 
Process 
Ewing Marion 
Kauffman 
Foundation 
n.d. [Not-for-proﬁt entrepreneurship is the] 
recognition and pursuit of opportunity 
in fulﬁllment of a social mission 
without regard to resources currently 
under control to create and sustain 
social value. 
 
Website Process 
The Institute for 
Social 
Entrepreneurs 
n.d. Social entrepreneurship is the art of 
simultaneously pursuing a financial 
and a social return on investment. 
Website Process 
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Appendix B: Participants’ Enterprise Fields of Work, Sector, and Target Population  
Participants’ Enterprise Field of Work 
Field(s) of Work Number Percentage 
Learning / Education 7 29% 
Health 4 17% 
Civic Engagement 3 13% 
Economic Development 3 13% 
Environment 2   8% 
Human Rights 2   8% 
Agriculture 1   4% 
Child Care 1   4% 
Child Protection 1   4% 
 
Participants’ Sectors 
Sector(s) Number Percentage 
Citizen/Community Participation 5 13% 
Youth Development 4 10% 
Education Reform 3 7% 
Health Care Delivery 3 7% 
Adult Education 2 5% 
Housing 2 5% 
Non-formal Education 2 5% 
Nutrition/Wellness 2 5% 
Waste Management/Sanitation 2 5% 
Access to Learning/Education 1 2% 
Conscious Consumerism 1 2% 
Conservation/Preservation 1 2% 
Consumer Protection 1 2% 
Criminal Justice 1 2% 
Employment/Labor 1 2% 
Energy 1 2% 
Equality/Rights 1 2% 
Higher Education 1 2% 
HIV/AIDS/STDS 1 2% 
Intercultural Relations/Race Relations 1 2% 
Intergenerational Issues 1 2% 
Law and Legal Reform 1 2% 
Mental Health 1 2% 
Philanthropy 1 2% 
Reproductive Health 1 2% 
Substance Abuse 1 2% 
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Participants’ Target Populations 
Target Population Number  Percentage 
Communities 6 10% 
Teachers/Educators 5 8% 
Health Care Professionals 4 7% 
Underserved Communities 4 7% 
Children 3 5% 
Citizen Sector Organizations 3 5% 
Educational Institutions 3 5% 
Families 3 5% 
Youth 3 5% 
Business Entrepreneurs 2 3% 
Ecosystems 2 3% 
Government 2 3% 
Homeless 2 3% 
Minorities 2 3% 
Public 2 3% 
Students 2 3% 
Business 1 2% 
Caregivers 1 2% 
Elderly 1 2% 
Employers 1 2% 
GLBT 1 2% 
Government Employees 1 2% 
Immigrants/Communities with Immigrants 1 2% 
Social Workers 1 2% 
Substance Abusers/Addicts 1 2% 
Unemployed/Working Poor 1 2% 
Youth Development 1 2% 
 
Note. Field(s) of work, sector(s), and target population(s) are in order of frequency and then 
alphabetical using the Ashoka categories.  
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Appendix C: Study’s Invitation Email 
Dear (First Name) (Last Name), 
My name is Jerrid Kalakay and I have am inviting you to participate in an important 
study.  You were referred to me by Ashoka-Innovators for the Public, based on your 
experience with Enterprise and the valuable insights you can contribute to my research.  My 
goal in this research is to explore the experiences of successful entrepreneurs in leading their 
social enterprises. This research is being conducted for my dissertation in partial fulfillment of 
a Doctorate Degree in Leadership and Change from Antioch University. 
 
I am looking to interview U.S. Ashoka Fellows (with 1 or more years of experience 
leading a social enterprise).  I will conduct this interview either over the phone or via Skype.  
 
Interview time commitment: 
The interview is not intended to last more than 90 minutes (and likely will last an hour 
or a little less). Your participation will likely take less that an hour!  
 
Other details regarding participation: 
All interview recordings and transcriptions will be kept confidential; your name and 
enterprise will be changed in any reporting of the data. You will have the opportunity to 
review the transcript for accuracy. You may discontinue your participation in the study at any 
time.  
 
Benefits of participation: 
While I cannot offer financial compensation for your participation, my hope is that 
your participation will give you an opportunity to reflect on your practice, which may bring 
new insights and deepen your understanding of leading your enterprise. In addition, you will 
be contributing to research designed to influence the teaching and development of future 
social entrepreneurs. Finally, I will send you a digital copy of my completed dissertation. 
  
IRB: 
This study has undergone an ethics review from the Antioch University Institutional 
Review Board.  
 
To get involved or for additional information  
Please email me at jkalakay@****** or call me at 407-***-*** or click 
on this link to schedule your interview.  
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Appendix D: Informed Consent Statement for Jerrid P. Kalakay’s Dissertation 
Antioch University, PhD in Leadership & Change program 
You have been asked to participate in a research study conducted by Jerrid Kalakay, a doctoral 
student at Antioch University. 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore the critical incidents experienced by social entrepreneurs in the 
operation of their enterprises. 
 
Your voluntary response to this request constitutes your informed consent to your participation in this 
study.  You are not required to participate.  If you decide not to participate, your decision will not have 
any negative repercussions. 
 
For this study, I agree to engage in an interview either in-person or through Skype depending on 
logistics.  The interview will be scheduled at my convenience and is not intended to last more than 90 
minutes (and likely will last an hour or a little less).  The interview will be to gather information about 
my experience leading my social enterprise.  I understand that the researcher may make contact after 
the interview to seek clarification or to further understand the material shared during the interview. 
 
I understand that the researcher will make every attempt to protect my confidentiality by:  using aliases 
(individual & enterprise) in reporting of the data, using a confidential transcription service, and 
destroying electronic recordings and transcripts when no longer needed.  I understand that the 
researcher will also offer me the opportunity to review and correct the transcript. 
 
The only potential risk of participation may be reflecting on difficult experiences that I have had 
running my social enterprise.  The benefits of participating in this project are: The opportunity to 
reflect on my practice which may bring new insights and deepen my understanding of my work; 
receipt of a digital copy of the finished dissertation; and the opportunity to contribute to the field of 
social entrepreneurship. 
 
I understand that I have the right to discontinue participation from this dissertation study at any time, 
without negative repercussions. In the event of withdrawal and should I request it, all materials from 
my participation will be destroyed. 
 
If there are any questions or concerns about this study, please contact: Dr. Philomena Essed, IRB 
Chair, Antioch University, PhD in Leadership and Change Program, essed@antioch.edu 
My signature below indicates agreement to participate in the study. I am not waiving any legal rights 
by signing this informed consent document. I will receive a copy of the signed document.  
 
__________________________________________  __________________ 
Signature of Participant      Date 
__________________________________________  __________________ 
Signature of Jerrid Kalakay      Date 
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